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ABSTRACT

The Art of Listening: A Conversational Approach to Lecture Recitals
by
Javor Bračić
Advisor: Joseph N. Straus

Lecture recitals as the practice of pairing live music performance with verbal explication
have been around since at least the end of the eighteenth century, but research on them is
surprisingly scarce despite how ubiquitous they have become. What exactly are lecture recitals?
Where did they originate? How are they conducted? Is there anything we could do to improve
upon them?
In this dissertation I not only consider these questions but also propose a new kind of
lecture recital I call a conversation concert. After a brief historical overview of lecture-recitalists
from Johann Nikolaus Forkel to Rob Kapilow, I showcase analysis and annotated transcripts of
three of my conversation concerts from my series The Art of Listening. The takeaways from this
work may serve as help and inspiration to anyone wishing to engage with the lecture recital
format.
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INTRODUCTION

Background

“Your concert was beautiful! But that’s all I can say about it because I know nothing
about classical music.” A version of this phrase has been uttered to me by audience members
with alarming frequency after my concerts, no matter the venue, location, or repertoire
performed. Whenever I hear it, it makes my heart sink a little. What troubles me is not the
listener’s lack of historical knowledge or theoretical understanding—one ought to be forgiven for
not having had access to a thorough music education. Rather, what saddens me is the implication
that they had some sort of aesthetic experience of the music but were not able to adequately
process it. Of course, the problem could lie not with processing the music but with expressing the
experience of it: Perhaps these audience members simply did not have the words to say how the
music made them feel. Perhaps, more problematically, they were too self-conscious to say what
they felt because they were in the presence of an “expert.” But another possibility—and the most
concerning of all—is that they were so preoccupied with needing to know something about music
that they did not allow themselves to have an aesthetic experience in the first place. I realized I
could no longer simply play music for others and let it “speak for itself.” I felt called to attempt
to somehow bridge the gap between music and audience. The pieces I love and choose to
perform stir me deeply, and I see in them pinnacles of ingenuity of the human spirit. They give
me sensations and realizations unlike anything else in life. My highest goal as a performer is to
enable those who have not had the luck and privilege of becoming concert pianists to experience
1

music as deeply and viscerally, and to the fullest capacities of their senses, intellects, and
emotions. I aim to convey to them through music something thrilling, touching, maybe even
universally human. Otherwise, all the practice, striving, and struggle to deliver the best possible
performance is for naught.
This desire of mine fell on fertile ground when I moved to the United States in 2009 and
started living at the International House in New York City. In this melting pot of around seven
hundred resident graduate students of the most diverse fields, hailing from practically every
corner of the world, I found myself surrounded by young, inquisitive, culturally curious minds.
The decision to start giving small lecture recitals for them at the International House’s intimate
Home Room sprouted practically spontaneously out of casual dinner conversations at the large
round tables in the Dining Commons. For these early concerts, I had prepared and delivered
memorized presentations, assuming this was expected of lecture-recitalists. The comments and
questions coming from my audience, however, turned out to be quite surprising. Some basic
musical concepts that were obvious to me were not so self-evident to the audience. I needed to
clarify and demonstrate major and minor, consonance and dissonance, tonality, and form. At
other times, though, the listeners’ interpretations of the music were so astute and thoughtprovoking that I adopted some of them myself and eventually started using them in future lecture
recitals. Gradually I discovered that my prepared lecturing was somewhat superfluous and
occasionally even detrimental, by limiting my audience members’ musical imaginations. The
listeners did not need a lot of factual information. They needed basic aural skills and words to
label their experiences. Furthermore, their attention needed to be gently directed to the defining
elements of the music. Most importantly, in order to make my lecture matter to the listeners, I
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needed to let them own the music first—to reach them where they live, unsullied by my ideas
and assumptions.
My experiences at the International House led me to develop the concept of a
conversation concert I call The Art of Listening. To date I have given over a hundred such
concerts, and the reactions of the listeners have consistently been more uplifting than after
regular concerts. Some have said that a whole new way of listening has been revealed to them.
Some have reported that, even though they have not become more of a fan of the particular
composer whose music was played, they have managed to understand and appreciate the music
better. Some kept inventing new interpretations of the music and informing me about them even
after the event had ended. A small victory had been won in my quest to connect the music to the
audience. I was on the right path.

About The Art of Listening

The Art of Listening is a conversation concert. Conversations in concerts are nothing new.
One could easily imagine music mingling freely with dialogue in early concerts, especially in the
intimate salons of the nineteenth century. Edward Klorman, in his 2017 book Mozart’s Music of
Friends, surveys the available evidence of conversation during musical performances, prompting
the question, why did we ever stop talking? The Art of Listening reintroduces conversation to the
concert format, but it is more than simply a relaxed concert or a return to the salons of old. By
deliberate design, it combines elements of a live performance with a two-way discussion about
the music between the musician and the audience. The “two-way discussion” is key: One of the
defining features of an Art of Listening concert is that audience members are treated as equal co3

creators of the meaning of music. In order to achieve this, audiences must hear the music first,
with verbal introduction before playing kept to a minimum. Listeners are then invited to share
their observations and opinions of the music. No matter how surprising or far-fetched the view, I
honor each one and attempt to understand what in the music prompted it. If any technical jargon
is used by me or the audience, I strive to immediately demonstrate and explain it, ensuring the
concert experience is as accessible as possible. After a fair number of audience members have
spoken, I use their reactions as a springboard to walk them through the piece and offer my own
analysis and interpretation of it based on key theoretical and historical aspects of the music. I
have adopted this order of events for two reasons. First, after a supposed expert in the room has
spoken, audiences may not feel invited to offer their opinions as freely as they would otherwise.
Second, any conversation I lead will almost certainly be better adapted to an audience’s level of
musical understanding once I have heard their feedback. In order to integrate our analyses with
the experience of the music as a whole, I end my concerts by performing the piece for the
audience once more in its entirety.
The theory behind this concept loosely stems from the writing of Edward T. Cone. In his
1977 article “Three Ways of Reading a Detective Story or a Brahms Intermezzo,” Cone posited
that musical works need to be heard in three different ways—and at least three times—in order to
be more fully understood. The “first listening” is necessarily inadequate, since we are not yet
aware of the piece in its entirety—we can only intuitively grasp certain aspects of the piece on
the fly. Only as we are listening to the piece a second time through can we make any statements
or conclusions about it. This “second listening” is an analytic one in which we strive to make
rational observations, connections, and interpretations of the music. Verbal and critical in nature,
it is perfectly suited for a discussion in which bits and pieces of the music are individually
4

regarded. The final and crucial stage of understanding, according to Cone, is a return to a more
naïve, holistic experience of the music. In this “third listening,” Cone implores us to shed the
role of omniscient analyst, to background the realizations we have made, and to integrate them
into a kind of hybrid experience—both naïve and omniscient at the same time.
I recognize that Cone meant the three “listenings” to be abstract modes of engagement
with the musical work, but I believe they can be applied quite literally to three instances of
performance in a conversation concert. By allowing the listeners to hear the piece on its own
terms first, then broken down into its constitutive elements, and finally as an integrated whole,
we musicians can guide them through the process Cone described. In The Art of Listening. these
three “listenings” happen all in one concert.
In my experience, this process not only invites a look inside the music but also creates a
community within the audience. People share personal stories and life experiences. Fond
memories as well as troubled times are often evoked. The music starts to mean something to the
audience. The meaning is neither a purely theoretical, absolute musical meaning, nor is it a
purely narrative, outer-musical meaning. Rather, it is a visceral and personal meaning, derived
from the connections the listeners draw between the music and their own lives. I would even go
as far as to claim that I have learned from my audience how to be more spontaneous,
imaginative, and immediate—even more naïve—in my interpretation of music. And because
each conversation concert is guided by these interactions, each concert is unique—almost
improvisational. In this way, The Art of Listening diverges from other lecture recitals and
straightforward pre-concert lectures. It diverges, for that matter, from any of the more traditional
methods of informing an audience about the music, such as program notes, music appreciation
textbooks, or even music lessons. When we engage in these one-sided or top-down forms of
5

“lecturing,” we may be doing our listeners (and learners) more harm than service. We may be
habituating them to a standardized, “normal” way of hearing.
My position parallels that of Joseph Straus. In his 2011 book Extraordinary Measures, Straus
identifies and defines a “disablist hearing” that represents “resistance to the tyranny of the
normal.”1 I propose that when we musicians speak down to audiences from our vantage point as
experts, we treat our listeners as disabled in some sense, the purpose of our lecturing being to
normalize their hearing. By conversing instead, we have an opportunity to connect with and, as
mentioned above, learn from our audiences—not only how to listen to music more holistically
ourselves, but also how to teach more inclusively and effectively. In Straus’s words, “Instead of
trying to normalize people with disabilities, we listen to what they have to say; instead of turning
them into normal hearers, we learn to hear in ways that challenge normal hearing. The goal of
the enterprise is not so much about how people with disabilities appear to ‘us’ but how the world
looks to people with disabilities. It’s about seeing the world from the vantage point of disability.
It’s about what disability can provide to the listener, not what the listener can do despite
disability.”2 To adapt this radically empathetic approach to our lecture recitals, we only need to
replace the phrase “people with disabilities” with the word “non-musicians.” To fully integrate it,
we need to erase the distinction between “musicians” and “non-musicians” altogether when it
comes to the comparative value placed on their respective listening experiences. Straus writes
that “the range of human hearing is wider than generally recognized—the boundary between
normal and abnormal hearing is a construction, a fiction. We cannot begin to dismantle that wall
until we can define better what lies on either side of it.”3 My project is intended to open

1

Straus (2011, 179)
ibid. 180
3
ibid. 180
2
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musicians to what audiences have to say as much as it is to educate audiences about music.
Musicians and their audiences are and always have been equal partners in the co-creation of the
meaning of music—but one of us has stopped listening.

In the remainder of this introduction,

I will give an overview of the history of lecture recitals, offer a definition of a lecture recital, and
briefly discuss certain prominent lecture-recitalists and their work. I will contrast my project, The
Art of Listening, to standard lecture recitals and other methods of informing the audience about
music such as program notes.
The three subsequent chapters will each take one such Art of Listening event as its focus
and discuss the proceedings in detail in order to articulate my process. In each chapter I will first
analyze the performed piece from a theoretical standpoint and then offer an annotated transcript
of the conversation that ensued. In chapter one, the subject will be Chopin’s Nocturne in C sharp
minor, Op. 27, No. 1; in chapter two, the Prelude from Debussy’s suite Pour le piano; and in
chapter three, Schumann’s Kreisleriana.

Historical Overview of Lecture Recitals

The practice of pairing live music performance with verbal explication has become
ubiquitous in our times. Major orchestras offer pre-concert lectures and organize outreach
concerts at schools. Scholars and performers such as Scott Burnham and the Brentano Quartet
collaborate on long-running series of lecture recitals. Some musicians, such as András Schiff and
Mitsuko Uchida, to name just two, deliver both the lecture and the music in their recitals. Music
conservatories and universities require students to give lecture recitals as part of their curriculum.
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Many music festivals encourage students to preface their performances with a short verbal
introduction.
But what exactly are lecture recitals? Where did they originate? How are they conducted,
and how have they been conducted in the past? Is there anything we could do to improve upon
them? Surprisingly little has been written about the lecture recital. The term is not defined in
music dictionaries—or, if entries do exist, as in Grove Music Online and RILM, they are
cursory, at times contradictory, and refer only to records of individual recitals in the past. They
offer no theoretical account of the lecture recital or any trace of its origins. They offer no official
or remotely thorough history of the lecture recital, nor do they refer to any resources that do. In a
somewhat thrilling exercise, I had to piece together my own account. For the purposes of this
dissertation, I will define a lecture recital as a live musical performance with a spoken word
element aimed at introducing or explicating the music, often by offering historical context or
focusing on the structural elements intrinsic to the music itself (or both). In this section, I will
briefly highlight the musicians who stood out to me as prominent lecture-recitalists of the past
and present.
One of the first musicians known to have given concerts accompanied by lectures was
Johann Nikolaus Forkel (1749–1818), also known as the first biographer of J. S. Bach.
According to Matthew Riley (2003), Forkel identified listeners as either Kenner (experts) or
Liebhaber (amateurs, or laymen) and blamed what he perceived as a decline in the state of music
culture on the uneducated Liebhaber, who he claimed were easily impressed with “bad” music.
He attempted to make Liebhaber more like Kenner by educating them in the field of music
theory, specifically in “music rhetoric.”

8

When he became the director of the Collegium Musicum at the University of Göttingen
in Germany, Forkel had a unique opportunity to rectify the state of affairs. Starting in 1779, he
expanded the existing orchestral concerts at the university by giving public music lectures
alongside them. His lectures were not directed at musicians but specifically at Liebhaber. He
structured them in such a way as to give the Liebhaber a systematic overview of acoustics,
“canonics,” musical grammar, musical rhetoric, and musical criticism.
The interesting point is that Forkel claims music is not something that is passively
received, but, rather, that the listener has to do work and become more adept at understanding
and judging music properly. According to Mark Evan Bonds (2019), Forkel “speaks repeatedly
of the Forderungen (demands) made by music on its audiences and the listener’s responsibility
to understand the work.”4 In striving to meet these musical requirements, according to Forkel,
the listener will experience an increase in the enjoyment of and the ability to judge music.
Bonds also mentions criticism of Forkel by Johann Friedrich Reichardt, who claims
Forkel’s approach is too complex for absolute beginners and not interesting enough for experts.
Reichardt also brings up the point that the naiveté of the Liebhaber’s response to music is not
necessarily a bad thing, and that lectures such as Forkel’s may take away this kind of natural
spontaneity and replace it with a half-baked or false sense of expertise. Bonds himself also
criticizes Forkel for the inner paradox of suggesting to listeners that they be free of prejudice
(Vorurteil) in their listening while giving them advice on how to discern good music from bad—
which in itself creates judgements to be applied to future listening.
Soon, in a seemingly unrelated phenomenon, other countries saw a rise in instructional
concert-lectures. In 1798, the English composer and organist William Crotch began giving
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formal lectures at St. John’s College in Oxford and eventually did so at the Royal Institution in
London, as well.5 Starting in 1832 in France, the Belgian composer and music critic FrançoisJoseph Fétis gave a series of Concerts historiques organized by theme and accompanied by
lectures,6 though his presentations were of dubious credibility at times.7 Starting in 1886, pianist
Anton Rubinstein, founder of the Russian music conservatory system, gave a series of 53 lecture
recitals in both Moscow and St. Petersburg.8 Music societies presenting historical concerts and
lectures were founded, such as Beetkhovenskaya Studiya in Moscow in 1911 by the pianist David
Shor.9
In the United States, the first pianist to give extensive lecture recital tours was the British
composer Emma Maria MacFarren.10 She toured between 1862 and 1873 and her series was
called Mornings at the Piano. The first American-born musician to give lecture recitals was a
contemporary of MacFarren’s, Edward Baxter Perry, a blind pianist educated in Europe by
teachers such as Clara Schumann and Franz Liszt. Starting in 1885, and traveling throughout the
United States, Perry gave over three thousand recitals with commentary and explanations.11 His
book, Descriptive Analyses of Piano Works (reprinted 2015), contains examples of his
commentary, which is quite poetic and imaginative, if not up to contemporary standards of
theoretical writing. These first ventures were soon followed by many others, such as Henry
Granger Hanchett12 in New York, Charles Jarvis13 in Philadelphia, and Wiktor Labunski14 in
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Kansas City. In the 1920s, concert societies were specifically founded to promote new music
through lecture recitals. The League of Composers was one such society that engaged prominent
musicians such as Serge Koussevitzky and Leopold Stokowski to perform the compositions of
prominent members like Walter Piston, Aaron Copland, and Randall Thompson.15 Pro-Musica
was another such institution, founded by the French pianist E. Robert Schmitz in New York, that
organized lecture-recital tours throughout the United States and Canada, for Béla Bartók,
Maurice Ravel, and Ottorino Respighi, among others.16 In yet another series of concerts and
lectures, in the United States and England, Arnold Dolmetsch and his family members presented
early music played on original period instruments for the first time in modern history.17
By the beginning of the 20th Century, new media was being engaged for the purpose of
music education. Walter Damrosch, musical advisor to NBC, broadcast his concerts and lectures
for children over the radio in his program Music Appreciation Hour.18 The pianist Lorin
Hollander had his lecture recital series televised on PBS.19 Perhaps most famously, Leonard
Bernstein used his position as the director of the New York Philharmonic to create a wideranging and influential series of Young People’s Concerts that was televised all over the world.20
In his 2006 article Lenny’s Little Chats, Sudip Bose initially laments the idea of having to
sit through a lecture before getting to hear the music he loves. A lecture, he thinks, will be
distracting and tedious, and may deter a genuine interest in the music. Bose’s opinion changes as
he watches Leonard Bernstein’s Young People’s Concerts on DVD. The things he points out as
successful about Bernstein’s presentations are his logic, charm, the way he breaks down an
15
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orchestral piece into its layers and assembles them back together, and most of all, the fact that he
never condescends to his audience, even if they are just pre-teen children. Bose concludes that
the reason pre-concert lectures are needed today might be that the overall level of musical
literacy is lower than before. In times before radio and television, people would have had to
make music themselves and therefore would have been better acquainted with such concepts as,
for example, changes of key and meter, as well as their implications for the aesthetics of music.
In stating so, Bose aligns with Forkel, two hundred years before him, by lamenting the apparent
decline of the overall musical understanding and suggesting that the answer lies in more music
lectures to educate the masses.
The founding of the Lincoln Center Student Program in 1960 brought arts education to
young people on a massive scale. About a decade into its existence, it was serving over one
million public school students per year. The collaboration of its director Mark Schubart with
Teachers College faculty member Maxine Greene produced a new iteration of the program in
1975: The Lincoln Center Institute for Arts in Education. This program employed teaching artists
guided by Greene’s philosophy of aesthetic education, which called for immediate and repeated
exposure to art, a practice of conversing with the artwork, and an effort to hone the students’
skills of perception, observation, and imagination.21
As for an example of a prominent contemporary lecture-recitalist, I’ve chosen Rob
Kapilow and his series What Makes it Great?, which has made appearances on NPR, at many
music festivals, and with major orchestras. Fast-paced, entertaining, and captivating, Kapilow’s
lectures dissect music to the minutiae of note-to-note melodic development and reveal to the
audience the ingenuity behind such simple melodies as Mozart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik, or the
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Terzetto in C, Op. 74 by Dvořak.22 Kapilow often invokes a thought experiment in which he
imagines a more pedantic, pedestrian version of the music, as if written by a novice composer
who is playing by the rulebook, in order to contrast it with the more artful and interesting
original version. He often traces how motifs develop and transform into new shapes and how this
affects the moods and characters of the different sections of a piece. The level of the lecture
seems to be aimed at an avid concertgoer with already quite some experience of the music at
hand. Concepts are introduced at lightning speed, which is well suited for familiar music, like
Mozart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik. On the other hand, even I experienced some trouble following
Kapilow through Dvořak’s Terzetto, which I was not very familiar with. Sometimes in his
eagerness to kindle the audience’s fascination with the music, Kapilow takes an otherwise
unremarkable feature of the music and elevates it to the status of “genius”. The viola part of the
main theme of Eine kleine Nachtmusik that Kapilow singles out indeed contains sweet imitations
of the violin melody, but an experienced listener may hardly find that as exciting as some other
examples of, say, Bach’s, Wagner’s, or even Mozart’s own counterpoint and motivic
transformation. Despite these small shortcomings, the overall effect is revealing and inspiring.
Most importantly, each concept that is discussed is immediately demonstrated by the musicians
on stage, and after the discussion, the piece is performed in its entirety.
Program notes are another widespread method of informing a concert audience. They are
so ubiquitous in concert halls all over the world that to question their efficacy almost feels
absurd. And yet: Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis (2010) shows that introducing a piece of music
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with a written text may in fact decrease the audience’s enjoyment of the music heard.
Conceptualizing the music verbally in advance of the auditory experience may be detrimental to
the sense of flow and “losing oneself” that is often described as crucial for music enjoyment.
That said, Margulis leaves open the possibility that, in spite of their apparent diminishing effect
on the of enjoyment of music in the short-term, program notes may contribute to a longer-term
benefit to future listening.
A different study suggests that written program notes are more effective when combined
with other, multimedia modes of presentation. Leong (2014) presented a piece by Robert Morris
to various groups of listeners. Each group was exposed to different modes of introduction:
written text only, a visual depiction of an object that inspired the composition, or a video of the
composer introducing either the aesthetic/dramatic or structural aspects of the piece. Some
groups were exposed to a combination of modes. Leong observed that the group that had been
exposed to all of the information (auditory and visual, aesthetic/dramatic, and structural)
produced the most interesting observations and questions about the piece, as well as reported the
highest level of understanding and appreciation.
In a recent dissertation, Barrett Hipes (2017) calls for a curriculum that would prepare
music students for speaking from the stage. He lists many resources on public speaking and
offers accounts of his own teaching experiences. For Hipes, the performance “conversation” is
best prepared in advance, as an introspective tool for musicians to understand their own musical
reasoning even before they bring it to the stage.
To conclude, lecture recitals seem to have been born of a desire of music experts to
elevate the understanding of music among non-musicians, stopping short of instructing them in
active music making. Existing methods of informing the audience about music verbally, such as
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program notes, pre-concert lectures, and lecture recitals, presumably do serve this purpose well.
But they may also diminish the enjoyment of music and perpetuate a certain power relation,
which reinforces the roles of experts and discourages non-experts from actively participating and
contributing to the discussion of music. If we musicians wish to engage our audiences, I propose
that we listen to them first, making them active co-creators in the interpretation of music and
giving them the tools for a lifetime of deeper enjoyment of music.
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CHAPTER ONE

Frédéric Chopin: Nocturne in C Sharp Minor, Op. 27, No.1

In this chapter, I discuss the transcript of an Art of Listening concert in which I performed
Chopin’s Nocturne in C sharp minor, Op. 27, No. 1. In order to give my reader a substantive
impression of the music at hand, I first present a structural analysis, then offer a personal
interpretation of the piece.
One of the most characteristic musical forms of Frédéric Chopin’s creative output was
the nocturne. In his nocturnes some of his most original and idiosyncratic music can be found.
The Nocturne in C Sharp Minor, Op. 27, No. 1 is no exception. I will argue that this nocturne
represents an amalgamation of Chopin’s personal and patriotic styles, a particular compositional
plan easily perceived, with some guidance, even by non-experts. As such, this work makes a
good starting point for introducing musical aesthetic concepts to non-musicians, which is the
primary goal of the Art of Listening conversation-concerts.
In this chapter I will offer a report from one such conversation-concert, prefaced by a
brief theoretical analysis of the Nocturne. It is my goal to illustrate how a general audience reacts
to this piece and offer one possible avenue for broadening their understanding and appreciation
in a way that does not stultify but builds upon their own interpretations.
The Nocturne is in ABA form. The A section is highly symmetrical. It contains an
introduction (2 bars), the main theme (8 bars), a side theme (4+4 bars), a repeated main theme
with an added second voice (8 bars) and an ending without cadence (2 bars). The whole 28-bar
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stretch is in C♯ minor, but it is not monotonous. There is a restless character to it, in part created
by the tonal ambiguity of the opening and the frequent switches between minor and major.
The first two measures contain only an open fifth in the left hand (C♯ – G♯) which keeps
the listener in suspense about whether the piece is in major or minor. The first note of the melody
(E) establishes minor, but the very next melodic note (E♯) is its major counterpart, harmonized
as I7, which evokes a feeling of sudden hope and longing upwards, only to resolve into an F♯
colored by the minor harmony of the subdominant. Thus, in the first four measures of music, and
in only three melodic notes, we have experienced a drastic shift, to my ear, from sadness to
hopefulness and back to resignation. To further the effect of melancholy, the melody then drops
over the painful Neapolitan D♮ all the way to B♯ (m. 5). The proximity of the chromatic notes
D♮ – C♯ – B♯ intensifies the already present sense of discomfort. A momentary glimpse of
hope stirs the melody again (m. 6) as it reaches even higher (G♯) and settles momentarily in the
relative major harmony of E (m. 7). In a typical Chopinesque move, the music instantly switches
back to minor, and we hear the opening ascent and descent in C♯ minor once again, this time
ceasing abruptly at B♯. In place of an expected C♯ that would resolve this leading tone, we get a
full bar of silence in the right hand (m. 10) with only a haunting Neapolitan harmony resounding
in the left (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1 The Main Theme

The following side theme (m. 11) is more firmly rooted in minor, which may be
perceived as a momentary relief to the restlessness of the opening. This melody tries to reach a
satisfying cadence twice, but repeatedly stumbles across the Phrygian inflection of a flat second
degree before it resolves. This unexpected D♮ even bears an accent (m. 13 and m. 17), so it is
possible that Chopin intended it to be perceived as a startling, disturbing tone – a musical
expression of pain (Fig. 1.2).
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Figure 1.2 The Side Theme

The second instance of the main theme is accompanied by an inner voice which often
finds itself at dissonant tritone intervals in counterpoint with the upper voice (Fig. 1.3). In the
end of the A section, this inner voice eerily veers off without resolution into the two bars of
Neapolitan harmony made hollow by the absence of melody (m. 27).
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Figure 1.3 Repeated Main Theme with a Second Voice

Again, all of these disturbing dissonances, unexpected alterations, and momentary
minor/major changes evoke a feeling of restlessness and melancholy, with only short glimpses of
hope. An 1831 letter from Chopin to his life-long friend Titus Wojchiechowski, portrays a
strikingly similar account of his own feelings with regard to his health: “I am gay on the
outside… but inside something gnaws at me; some presentiment, anxiety, dreams – or
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sleeplessness, – melancholy, indifference, – desire for life, and the next instant, desire for death:
some kind of sweet peace, some kind of numbness, absent-mindedness; and sometimes definite
memories worry me” (Chopin and Opienski 1988, 166). One could imagine the opening of the
Nocturne depicting his inner world during one of those moments of melancholy, or a tormenting
nightmare, or a sleepless night, haunted by disease and dark thoughts.
The turbulent B section is exactly twice as long (56 bars), but with the tempo indication
piu mosso and a new 3/4 meter it feels almost equal in duration. It consists of an introduction (16
bars), a hymn-like, or paean-like, theme in E major/A♭ major (8 bars), a transition (12 bars), a
polonaise-like theme (12 bars), and a final retransition towards the A section (7 bars with a long
recitativo on a fermata). The transition-like introduction (m. 29) is based on the dotted rhythm
which can be traced back to m. 5 (Fig. 1.4).

Figure 1.4 The Transition at the Beginning of the B Section
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A continuous rise in the bass and the ominous repetitiveness of the top voices create an
enormous surge of suspense which overflows into a broad, victorious, hymn-like melody in the
right hand (m. 45) accompanied by jubilant orchestral triplets of the left hand (Fig. 1.5). But
there is a twist: Right in the middle of this new theme, an enharmonic modulation takes place
around the note G♯/A♭, and in an instant, the theme is averted from reaching its natural goal of E
major. Instead, it shifts to the distant and completely unexpected key of A♭ major (m. 49). This
change transports us to another world, a happier and more pleasant world, yet so distant from
home that it seems unreal: a new world inside a dream. Chopin reinforces this sensation by
changing the key signature to the realm of flats, as opposed to the sharps that have reigned thus
far.

Figure 1.5 Hymn-like Theme in the B section

This new melody resembles many other of Chopin’s works in the national Polish style
with its lush, heroic sweep. It stands in dramatic contrast to the interiority of the A section while
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still offering a glimpse into Chopin’s subjective thoughts and feelings, in particular those relating
to his homeland. In The Music of Chopin Jim Samson describes the extent to which national
feelings influenced Chopin’s creative output. “The unhappy destiny of the country was an
enduring preoccupation and it must surely have been a contributory factor in the prevailing tragic
or melancholy Affekt of much of his greatest music. Nor was this any less real to him when it
acted as a focus for more personal discontents.” (Samson 1994, 5)
The following agitato section further develops the dotted rhythm motif of the opening
and initiates another gradual surge of excitement (Fig. 1.6).

Figure 1.6 The Agitato Section

This excitement finally culminates in the first straightforward authentic cadence in the piece,
resolving into a cheerful con anima section (m. 65), which I interpret as representing a polonaise.
(Fig. 1.7)
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Figure 1.7 The Polonaise-like Theme in the end of the B Section

Even though the most common left-hand polonaise pattern does not appear here, this theme is
replete with the characteristic rhythmic upward running motion (m. 67) that also features
prominently in two of Chopin’s famous Polonaises, Op. 40, No. 1, and Op. 53 (Figs. 1.8 and
1.9).

Figure 1.8 Polonaise in A Major, Op. 40, No. 1

Figure 1.9 Polonaise in A Flat Major, Op. 53

Thus, the con anima section could be seen as an explicit reference to Poland and an expression of
his feelings toward it. Consider that the D♭ major key of this theme represents a structural
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contrast to its enharmonic counterpart, the opening C♯ minor of the A section (Fig. 1.7). In this
way it also mirrors, on a large scale, the initial melodic movement from E to E♯. The rising and
falling steps of the dance and the joyful strettos seem to take us into a dream world that could not
be more different than the bleak reality portrayed in the opening section—but not for long.
Completely out of the blue, in the middle of a phrase, dissonant diminished seventh chords start
mounting faster and faster, imitating the preceding dance and distorting its melody (m. 77) until
it bursts in a transfigured fff shriek (m. 83), as if we were awaken from our pleasant dream by a
sudden slap in the cheek, and found ourselves facing the true reality of the world around us. With
no prospect of continuing the polonaise, a lamenting recitative leads us back into the shortened
recapitulation of the A section (Fig. 1.10).

Figure 1.10 The Ending of the Polonaise-like Theme and Retransition into the A section
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Only a few years before writing the Nocturne, the news of violence in Poland seemed to
turn his world around. Samson puts it best: “It was while in Stuttgart that he heard of the final
suppression of the Polish uprising. It was a key moment in Chopin’s life, bringing into sharp
focus the conflicting claims on his emotions, the call of the world which he knew, but whose
limitations were all too apparent to him, and the call of the international world of music, in
which he had yet to prove himself. The frequent depressions to which he had been susceptible in
Vienna now gave way to a single cry of despair, articulated in the so-called ‘Stuttgart Diary’”
(Samson 1994, 12). In that diary, Chopin writes in Spring 1831: “Everything I have seen abroad
till now seems to me old and hateful, and just makes me sigh for home, for those blessed
moments that I didn’t know how to value” (Chopin and Opienski 1988, 148). In the lamento, in
the heart of the Nocturne, we can almost see Chopin in our imagination and hear him sigh for the
lost memories and begrudgingly return to his new “hateful” reality of the A section.
The second time around, the disturbed, painful material of the opening is shortened (10
bars), and a brief coda (8 bars) brings the piece to rest in C♯ major. This shift from minor to
major (m. 94) happens without too much preparation, almost as a product of letting go rather
than some striving for progress (Fig. 1.11). The shift is ushered in by a series of descending
accented chromatic notes, this time explicitly marked con duolo (with pain), to be played more
slowly and more heavily as they descend towards resolution. Upon the resolution a calm, dimly
radiant C♯ major emerges, which feels light years away from the exuberantly bright D♭ major of
the middle section.
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Figure 1.11 The Transition towards the Coda

But this is not just an enharmonic “optical” illusion of the key signature. The D♭ was
reached by a violently ecstatic buildup of dominant tension. The C♯ is reached through the slow
and patient endurance of pain and dissonance of the Neapolitan D major chord over a tonic pedal
tone, and the augmented 6th B♯ in the melody. After this concluding cadence, only a graceful
sequence in C♯ major and a plagal “Amen” cadence (m. 99-100) prolongs the state of bliss
which is further enhanced by the 9-8 and 4-3 suspensions possibly alluding to stile antico or
church music (Fig. 1.12).

Figure 1.12 The Ending
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But why? Why all that dissonance and pain? Why the disturbed restless melodies? Why an
uproar and an excursion to another parallel world, if only to return so abruptly to the depression
of the opening? Why the polonaise in the middle of a nocturne? What could all this mean?
In 1835, when the Nocturne was written, Chopin had already settled in Paris, even if he
had planned to only pass through on his way to London. In the summer of the same year, he had
traveled to Carlsbad where he met his parents for the first time after a separation of five years.
This has surely triggered memories. “[Chopin directed] his music-making to a small circle of
initiates, to many of whom ‘popular’ materials, including those of folkloristic origins, would
have assumed something of the character of an exoticism, a lively local colour…. Increasingly…
[folk materials] came to assume for him a much deeper significance, as a symbolic
representation of the nation’s spiritual identity. Throughout his life [Poland] had of course no
political identity” (Samson 1994, 5). Indeed, the partition of Poland between Russia, Prussia and
Austria had been confirmed at the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The Polish people were not
content with this situation. An assassination attempt in 1830 ignited a year-long uprising that was
violently extinguished. During this time, Chopin was still in Vienna, attempting to launch his
career as a virtuoso pianist, but the unfortunate events did not bode well for his success.
“[Chopin’s] anticipated contacts with the grander elements in Viennese society simply did not
materialise in the new political climate…’’ (Samson 1994, 11). When the news of the violent
crackdown by the Russians on the uprising reached Chopin in Stuttgart, he jotted down these
anxious lines: “Oh God, do You exist? You’re there, and You don’t avenge it… Ah, my Life,
I’m here alone; come to me, I’ll wipe away your tears, I’ll heal the wounds of the present,
remind you of the past – the days when there were no Russians… Sometimes I can only groan,
and suffer, and pour out my despair at the piano!” (Chopin and Opienski 1988, 149).
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Just as the fate of Poland became closely intertwined with Chopin’s personal fate, its
music became intertwined with his personal expression. But why didn’t he simply write another
polonaise – or, for that matter, a mazurka? Why write a nocturne and insert folkloric elements in
its middle section? To answer this, we should take a quick look at another piece which features a
similar compositional technique: The Polonaise in F sharp minor, Op. 44. The peculiarity of this
work is that in its middle section, amidst violent military-march-like interludes, there is an
inserted mazurka of the most gentle and sublime kind. “When Chopin returned to the polonaise
in the early 1830s… his whole approach to the genre had changed radically. The dance form
became for the nostalgic exile a potent symbol of Poland, and specifically a Poland oppressed.
The familiar rhythmic and melodic formulae were transformed into agents of a proud, even
aggressive, evocation of Poland’s past splendour” (Samson 1994, 103-104). Specifically, “The F
sharp minor [Polonaise] Op.44, composed in 1841, evokes the spirit of Poland through a
synthesis of its two principal dances, the polonaise and the mazurka... In context [of the
polonaise] the mazurka takes on something of the character of a dream-like parenthesis”
(Samson 1994, 107-108). Could not then our Nocturne be a synthesis of Chopin’s personal and
national styles, with the middle-section polonaise taking on a parenthetical role?
So, in order to highlight and elevate the gentle mazurka in the middle section of Op. 44 to
a state of dream-like memory, Chopin surrounded it with a contrasting violent polonaise. In the
Nocturne, his intention seems to have been even more subtle. By surrounding a jubilant paean
and a cheerful polonaise by a musical representation of a depressing sleepless reality, he
achieved a similar, yet more haunting effect, giving voice to both his own personal feeling of
melancholy, and a more general patriotic nostalgia. Simply composing a polonaise would not
have sufficed.
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Was his purpose to send a political message, though? “[T]he composer may of course
reflect elements of a national, though not necessarily a nationalist, tradition” (Samson 1994,
100). Chopin’s music was not meant to be used to further specific causes, and he himself shied
away from supporting various Polish factions in exile. “More crucially he rejected the kind of
overtly political gesture which might have been made through opera or programme music, a
gesture which was urged upon him often enough from his earliest days” (Samson 1994, 5). He
himself was not an exile. He was one of the talented people who left his country in search of
higher grounds, to become part of a broader musical world. With this in mind, simply
interpreting the Nocturne as an expression of Chopin’s patriotism is not enough. Chopin’s early
Paris years were marked more by personal troubles than political strife. Niecks identifies the
source of these troubles: “Besides the thought of his unhappy country, a thought constantly kept
alive by the Polish refugees with whom Paris was swarming, Chopin had another more prosaic
but not less potent cause of disquietude and sadness. His pecuniary circumstances were by no
means brilliant” (Niecks 1981, 246-247). In Paris, that is to say, his concerts were not always
well-attended, and he had to support himself by giving music lessons. He still felt like a financial
burden to his parents.
A picture of a young man now clearly emerges: He is riddled with health issues, financial
worries, and personal insecurities, having fled his lackluster career in Vienna only to face an
opaque future in Paris. All the while, he is longing for his troubled homeland and distant family.
The folklore in his music is highly stylized, and represents not only his nostalgia and patriotism,
but gives voice to a more personal identity. The nocturne could be heard as a way for Chopin to
deal with his anxiety and melancholy, to give it shape, and contrast it to memories and dreams of
happier times and carefree dances. After returning to the opening section, it reaches a cathartic
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ending in a peaceful, blissful major mode, an acceptance of the circumstances of his life.
Because it contains patriotic elements, one could be tempted to read the nocturne as a simpleminded piece of nationalistic propaganda. But, because of the way the polonaise is wrapped in a
larger aesthetic narrative, I prefer not to hear it as a work of political activism. Rather, I suggest
Chopin created it as an expression of an inner struggle to deal with his reality and to find a way
to overcome his personal grief. A closer look reveals a multi-layered masterwork of art capable
of speaking to anyone who recognizes in it a shared, more universal human experience.
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The Art of Listening Transcript One

At this point, I would like to turn to the question that asserts itself for any performer
tasked with the project laid out in the introduction of this dissertation: How can I convey such
ideas to the listener? What can I do, using purely musical means, to highlight certain aspects of
the piece and make them speak more clearly? What can I not convey through music alone? If I
do resort to spoken or written words, should I simply recount the background story, or should I
offer my own interpretation? Or is there a better way? Whichever way I choose, will it trigger in
the listener the kind of inquisitive listening and independent interpreting that musicians do? If I
do resort to a guided discussion with a focus on the listener’s interpretations, is there something
I, as a musician, can learn from the thought process of the audience that can inform my own
understanding of the music and my performance?
As an illustration of my answers to these questions, consider the following annotated
excerpts from a transcript of an Art of Listening conversation-concert I conducted on September
17, 2017, at the National Opera Center in New York City. The audience comprised
approximately thirty members unknown to me. A few of my friends and musician colleagues
were present as well. Their words, as well as mine, have been slightly edited for grammar and
clarity.
The first audience member to speak was a piano teacher. She expressed her approval and
congratulated me. Her comment seemed to imply that she was focusing entirely on the technical
success or failure of the performance, which may or may not have been true. This reaction
dovetailed with an aforementioned intuition of mine: that a listener’s technical expertise may
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hinder her from having a rich, direct musical experience, one divorced from the notion of
“correctness.” Experts tend to, in my experience, view the music primarily through the lens of
their expertise, and focus mainly on the technical execution of the performer. This particular
piano teacher may have spoken with the intent, conscious or not, of legitimizing herself, or
establishing herself as an authority on the subject matter, or both. In order to refocus the
discussion on the aesthetic aspects of the music, my best option in this case was to acknowledge
the compliment and gently guide the discussion back to the topic of the music itself.
The next few responders had more specific things to say about the music. The first one
reported an inner feeling that was evoked and a novel thought that was generated:
In the beginning there was a certain level of hesitation within the music, something
very soothing. It made me aware of the importance of silences without [actual
silence], which I thought was very neat to recognize when there is a treble pause.
The use of the phrase “treble pause” indicated to me that this listener also had some
musical background. But while this comment may also have been meant to establish her
expertise, it communicated more of an inner aesthetic experience of the music. The listener
most probably noticed those measures (m. 9-10) where the melody drops off abruptly and
leaves the left-hand accompaniment alone (Fig. 1.13).
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Figure 1.13 Silences in the Right-hand Melody

As I usually do, I repeated the comment in my own words to make sure I understood it
properly, and then I asked whether anyone else had heard something similar in the music.
The next responder’s comment was both more personal and more specific. She
interpreted the piece as a narrative of struggle and overcoming, a concept resonating with
the disability theory of music espoused by Joseph Straus in Extraordinary Measures
(Straus 2011).
To me the whole piece was kind of like a personal fight—fighting against yourself—
and there [are] moments of acceptance, moments of conflict, and I heard the
hesitation at the start and at the end.
Unlike the previous audience member who focused only on the mood and contents of the
opening section of the piece, this listener, noting “the hesitation at the start” and “at the end,”
perceived the ABA form of the piece as a whole, something that I have noticed most nonmusicians are quite able to do—if not always spontaneously, then certainly when prompted.
Again, I responded by restating and rephrasing what the listener said, a step that may seem
superfluous but that I find important because it helps me better understand my interlocutors and
reassures me that they agree with my understanding. It also helps others in the room to hear what
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was said, which is often difficult in larger spaces. In a word, the habit enhances the overall
listening experience in the room.
The next person to speak had a more specific non-musical narrative in mind, of the type
that I find to be quite common among non-musicians:
I had a sense of someone walking alone on a beach or an empty road—a very
melancholic walk—and something happened, a change in trajectory, and toward the
end of the piece there was some kind of resolution, a sense of coming home, and
comfort.
While formalist music scholarship has tended to discourage such referentialist accounts of
musical experience, Nicola Dibben claims in her 2001 article “What Do We Hear When We
Hear Music?” that the question of whether music has inherent meanings depends on what kind of
listening is employed in which context or situation. Dibben’s point is that listeners appear to be
“’hearing as’: [they hear music as] materials with meanings guided by listeners’ needs and
preoccupations” (Dibben 2001, 183). In other words, the meaning of the music arises out of the
“relationship between listener and material” and not only from the structural features of the
music (Dibben 2001, 186). To my mind, this means that when listeners offer comments such as
the one stated above, they are, more than anything, saying something about themselves. They
are, presumably, sharing their own needs and preoccupations, and the activity of listening to
music affords them a chance to connect with those thoughts in a way that everyday life does not.
So, I prefer, in this context, to think of this kind of comment as a “creative comment.” In this
case, the listener-generated narrative had some metaphorical relationship to the compositional
structure of the piece. The narrative was more or less a description of that structure without using
musical jargon. In my view, this kind of metaphorical interpretation is especially desirable in a
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conversation-concert. My hope for The Art of Listening is that, by encouraging listeners to
express such thoughts, they co-create the meaning of the piece with other audience members,
which makes the process their own and engages them on a deeper level than if they were simply
listening to a lecture about the supposed “meaning” of the music, be it intrinsic or extrinsic.
The following listener again focused on the moods and emotions evoked in him, but with
the added step of wondering about the artist’s intent:
To me the beginning of the piece felt very sad, and then it transitioned into
something happier. But then it was going back and forth, and then at some point it
seemed kind of triumphal and it made me wonder what [Chopin] might have had in
mind when he was composing. I wondered [whether this] was just his language for
expressing…inner feelings that he wasn’t necessarily consciously trying to project to
us, or…if he was[consciously] trying to convey those feelings through the music.
Such a question also commonly arises in my conversation-concerts. In this case I replied
by acknowledging this intuitive inquiry and balancing it with the opposing view as well—
the view that composition is an activity independent of the composer’s feelings, and that
ultimately operates on its own terms:
That’s a very important point. Many music theorists and musicologists would argue
that the composer is “above” whatever is going on in their life, and [that] they can
just compose freely and create works of art that are independent from what they are
going through. I think our intuition, though, is that still, in a certain subtle way, our
experiences necessarily color our creations. Or rather, what we create comes
through as a result of what we have experienced…. [W]hen we go through the piece
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one more time, we will…talk about exactly what it could have been…that might have
inspired [Chopin] to write this piece.
The next listener introduced a widely popular but discredited Kübler-Ross model of
grief.23 It does not matter here whether the theory is valid. The interesting fact for our
purposes is that some intrinsic feature of the musical material reminded the listener of that
theory, and the listener then applied that heuristic to understand the music:
I can’t help but interpret it as grief, and the five stages of grief, moments of anger,
moments of sorrow, moments of happiness, and to find a certain amount of letting go
at the very end of the piece.
Even though there is no reliable way of mapping the nocturne directly onto the five stages
of grief, she recognized the moods evoked by the music as corresponding to the stages of
grief. This could help make it easier for her to perceive the structure of the piece and to
discover deeper aesthetic features of the music.
The fact that I did not immediately follow up and give my perspective on this comment
does not mean that I did not find it useful. Indeed, I returned to it in the end of the event. But
during this first section of a conversation-concert, my main concern was simply acknowledging
the audience members’ reactions without strongly agreeing or disagreeing with them. My intent
was to keep an avenue open for other audience members with a different view to speak up. I
wanted to expose the listeners to each other’s reactions without much involvement on my part.
The next listener made an impressive range of observations:

23

Stroebe, Schut and Boerner (2017)
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I saw the whole piece…as a relationship [between] two people. [In] the…first [part],
the right hand and the left hand…were clearly doing two different things, and I felt
like your right hand was almost the more feminine expression, and the left hand was
the masculine. Then the second cycle [seemed] like…the beginning of a relationship:
It was very frantic, and full of emotion…just crazy. And then the third cycle was sort
of joyful and happy. And then the fourth cycle was very harmonious…and then it
went back to the same sound [as] in the beginning of the piece.
She presumably noticed the gentleness of the higher voice and the steady activity of the
lower voice, which led her to assign different stereotypically gendered characters to them
(Fig. 1.14).

Figure 1.14 The Different Characters of the two Hands in the Opening

Her observation may even have been visual—perhaps it was the movements of the hands
that led her to make her claim. She also noticed the cyclical form of the piece, the
emotional content of the different sections, and assigned a certain narrative to them. This
was a keen observer doing her best with an unfamiliar piece of music.
At this point in the concert, I was ready to pivot from gathering audience responses
to walking them through the piece. What I needed was a comment that would facilitate the
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transition. An opportunity arose when yet another listener brought up two contrasting
moods of the piece:
I heard lots of meditation and contemplation, especially the peacefulness of the night
and [the] bad thoughts which intervene in the meditation.
What I began with, then, was the notion that our responses to music are a product of the
ambiguities and tensions between its elements. I started by recapitulating what I had heard in the
reactions so far volunteered, then choosing one as an entry point into our analysis:
I’ve heard that the beginning is peaceful. I’ve also heard that it is sad, that there
were bad thoughts, and that it’s melancholic. I liked the observation about the left
and the right hand being very different. Let’s see what the roles of the two hands are.
What is their function? First of all, let’s just hear the left hand. What’s the character
of the left hand?

Figure 1.15

Is this rather happy or sad? Who’s for happy? Ok, three, four people. Who’s for
sad? Maybe six or seven.
Of course, my question was intentionally misleading. An experienced listener would be able to
recognize the perfect fifth in this music example and would know that it is impossible to infer
from it whether it is in major or minor. The rhetorical question had the effect I was hoping for:
The opinion was divided, allowing for the audience to perceive the ambiguity. This guessing
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game went on until a colleague of mine in the audience gave it away by shouting “Can’t tell!”
Now that the cards were on the table, I was able to explain the differences in opinions:
Can’t tell! This is what’s so special about this beginning. In music, we have two
modes. One is the major mode, and the other is the minor mode. Major sounds
rather “happy” to us, and minor rather “sad.” [But] it’s just a combination of notes.
This combination sounds rather happy to us.

Figure 1.16

And this combination sounds rather sad.

Figure 1.17

But if you [look] closely, the difference between major and minor is very slight.
These two notes are the same in both major and minor.

Figure 1.18

For minor I am adding this note in the right hand,
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Figure 1.19

…and for major this note.

Figure 1.20

You can see that major and minor are very close, and the only difference is the one
note. That means that if I’m playing only [the] two notes that…major and minor
[have in common], we can’t really know…which mode we are using. We don’t [yet]
have the information that tells us whether this is major or minor. And this is what
Chopin does: He starts his piece with a kind of [ambiguous] background…. It’s still
open for interpretation.
My explanation was intentionally simplistic, aimed at introducing the effect of the perfect fifth to
the non-musicians in the audience. The verbal explanation only partially helps the audience
understand the concept; the acoustic demonstration makes the point salient.
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My next goal was to describe and demonstrate the shape of the first few notes of the
right hand’s melody and its interpretive implications.
Me: Now the right hand, which is our main actor or the main character, comes on
stage and plays the first note.

Figure 1.21

Which [mode] is that?
Audience: Minor.
Me: Minor. And the very next note?

Figure 1.22

Audience: Major.
Me: And then it goes to…
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Figure 1.23

…another, different combination of notes that is also minor. Isn’t that fascinating?
[In] the very first three notes of the piece, Chopin is taking us on a rollercoaster—
from an ambiguous, nebulous kind of background to minor, then to some kind of
hope, desire, and then resolution into something sad again.
The harmonic progression is in fact i - I7 - iv, but the dominant seventh chord does contain
a major chord after all—so again, I have simplified my explanation for the purpose of illustrating
the modal change to the non-musicians. I could have gone further and mentioned another
ambiguity present in this example, one that Edward T. Cone calls “…cadential reorientation,
[which] enhances continuity by mitigating the effect of obvious articulations between phrases”
(Rink and Samson 2006, 150). However, I chose not to burden my audience of nonprofessionals
with overcomplexity or jargon when the intricacy of Chopin’s composition can be expressed in
simpler terms.
Next, I attempted to show how unusual it is to find such a melodic shape in the very
beginning of a piece:
Composers before Chopin would not do this. They would write dramatic music, to be
sure, but they would not start with something like this. For example, when Mozart
starts a piece in major, it [stays] in major for a while.
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Figure 1.24 Opening of Mozart's Piano Sonata in C Major, K 545

Or if it’s in minor, it’s going to be in minor for a while.

Figure 1.25 Opening of Mozart's Symphony No. 40 in G minor, K 550

He first establishes a certain key as a home base, and then there will be parts of the
piece where he’ll go dramatic and change key. But Chopin…draws us into this
unstable emotional state [from the very beginning].
Certainly, this harmonic progression is not unprecedented, but its occurrence is rare, especially at
the very beginning of a piece in only the first three notes of the melody. So, here, by including
Mozart as an example, I attempted to sensitize the listeners to the differences between the
classical style and Chopin’s generally more chromatic, romantic style.
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Next, I played measures 11-14 to demonstrate the effect of dissonant non-diatonic notes:
There is another beautiful melody immediately after this one, [with] a note that
doesn’t fit in. [Here,] Chopin writes a note that is outside of the accepted notes [or
key] of that melody. Let’s see what this sounds like. Try to notice where this note is.
If you hear the weird…note, maybe you can clap. Let’s do that! Let’s all clap when
we hear something out of the ordinary.

Figure 1.26 The Side Theme

I heard some claps! What an unusual note! It’s very jazzy! How is this possible? Why
is he doing this?
Engaging in this kind of interactivity may be closer to what’s usually done in a music class, but
in my experience, audiences welcome it in conversation-concerts too (and most often they get it
right). After this particular exercise, I asked a question I knew to be rhetorical, in part because
there is no correct answer, but also because attempting to answer it would require the audience to
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have more experience with musical hermeneutics. In the absence of a response, I supplied the
answer:
When we write tonal music—[meaning that] music that has a center, a main key—we
first pick one note that’s going to be our center, our main note. Then we can build a
set of notes, which is the major or minor scale starting from that note…. If we write a
piece using those notes, then it will sound fine. It will make sense. [Of course,] there
will be all sorts of rules about how we should write it. But if we stick to those notes,
it’s going to be all right.
Once again, I oversimplified, but the oversimplification provided the listeners with all they
needed to know in order to understand how unusual a flat second scale degree is. In fact, no one
needs to know even the name we give it in order to feel its effect. And the effect is easily
demonstrable:
A major scale that starts on C will sound like this:

Figure 1.27

It uses the white keys of the piano. If we use a note that’s not part of that scale, it
sounds a bit…awkward.

Figure 1.28
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Here Chopin uses C sharp minor…[which] starts on C sharp and goes like this:

Figure 1.29

All these notes sound fine, but in the moment when he uses this note…

Figure 1.30

…which is not part of the set, it sounds an alarm for us, it signals that something is
not okay.
In order to further illustrate this point, I employed an entertaining and revealing
technique first introduced to me in inspiring choral conducting lessons with maestro Mark
Shapiro: modifying the music to make it sound more ordinary in order for listeners to
realize how special it actually is.
Me: If Chopin were an ordinary composer, he would have used the regular note. You
can write [such ordinary] music…and it sounds beautiful.
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The modified note

Figure 1.31

It’s gorgeous! Nothing wrong with it! But he chooses:
Without modification

Figure 1.32

Why would he do that? What do you think is the emotion behind that note?
Audience: It’s a detour.
Me: It’s a detour, yes, and he resolves it. This dissonance doesn’t stay there. It
resolves into a consonance, into a beautiful sound. But why would he take this
detour? What is the emotion that he is trying to convey with [these] musical means?
I understand that my question may have been a stretch. Does music in fact convey emotion? It
certainly evokes a reaction, especially a moment like this, but that reaction may be subdued in
trained musicians who have learned to recognize, analyze, and categorize it away as yet another
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instance of flat second degree. Here’s an example, then, of what we, trained musicians, may
learn from attending the Art of Listening—what our listeners hear when we play music for them:
Audience: To me [the single note] is like a protest against major and minor…
I found this to be a striking analogy: thinking of flat second degrees as protest notes
against the established order of diatonic scales. Protest, however, is not an emotion. The
next comment was just what I was hoping for:
Me: What’s the emotion? What’s the physical sensation? Is it joy?
Audience: Pain.
Me: It’s a musical way of transmitting pain…. A dissonance is a combination of
notes that sounds really bad, really ugly. Something like this:

Figure 1.33

It’s physically painful.... You can hear…the interference of the vibrations…. Sound is
the vibration of air, and the vibrations enter our ears, and they can physically give
us pain…. And when you hear something consonant like this…

Figure 1.34

…it’s so pleasant.
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A subsequent moment in the A section (m. 19-26) offered an excellent opportunity to
demonstrate a new but related topic, counterpoint:
Me: [A] second voice…gets added to this interplay of consonance and dissonance.
For me [this] is a touching moment, where we hear [the] opening melody from the
beginning again—but there is another layer of sound added to it. Let’s see if you can
hear that.

Figure 1.35

We hear the same melody we heard before—those same three notes going up—
but…a second voice [is] added to that. And it’s as if suddenly there are two people
on stage singing together, and [now] their voices are always building either a
consonance or a dissonance [at each moment]. They start at this interval, [with] this
distance [between their notes].

Figure 1.36

So, their relationship is not that good. And then…
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Figure 1.37

…it’s much better. And then…

Figure 1.38

…they don’t go so well together again. So, there’s a lot of drama going on between
those two voices. But what’s interesting is that this technique of writing two voices at
the same time, called counterpoint, is an old technique, brought to its peak by Bach.
Chopin was a big admirer of Bach and studied his music a lot, so he was certainly
inspired to write…that kind of music.
Moving on to the B section, my goal was to elucidate to the audience the concept of
modulation:
Me: Let’s hear this section again, and let’s see what’s going on.
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Figure 1.39

Let’s stop here and see where we have arrived.

Figure 1.40

First of all, is this major or minor?
Audience: Major.
Me: It’s major. So yes, it’s dramatic and yet [achieves] some sort of victory. What do
you think? Does it sound expected? Is this how we want the piece to end?
Audience: Transition.

52

Me: Some sort of transition. This is very hard to hear, but Chopin is suddenly
changing into a different key. We started with one set of notes, and now suddenly, in
the middle of the piece, he’s changing that set. It’s called a modulation. [Now] I
would like to challenge you: See if you can hear this difference and where it
happens. Modulations create such beautiful color changes, and they mean so much...
There is this excitement that is building up, right? And finally, when it pours out,
there is this gorgeous hymn-like melody, almost as if the whole orchestra or choir is
playing together. But in the middle of this melody, there is a color change. Let’s see
if you can hear that:

Figure 1.41

It’s as if there is a question and an answer here, and the question and answer are [in
totally different] worlds. To make it a little clearer, let’s imagine for a second that
Chopin was, again, a very pedestrian composer…. Let’s imagine that he didn’t
choose to do a modulation, that he just chose to write two phrases in the same key—
a simple question and an answer. It would have sounded somewhat like this:
53

Figure 1.42

Sounds very logical, right? A question and an expected answer. But instead, right in
the middle, he goes from this key…

Figure 1.43

…to this key.

Figure 1.44

What a change! Both of these keys are major, yet a whole shade different. They are
far away from each other, they are distant. [Again,] it’s almost as if we are
transported into a different world of color and meaning.
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Having the opportunity to demonstrate this change multiple times made the lesson much
more salient for the listeners. As one could imagine, attempting to describe the concept of
modulation without an audible example would have been as futile as describing the
difference between two colors without a visual example.
My next talking point was the polonaise-like theme that emerges at the end of the B
section. My hope was that someone would recognize it as a dance.
Me: And what happens in this new world? When we arrive at that new key…

Figure 1.45

…what is going on?
Audience: It’s happy.
Me: Joyful. What’s the physical sensation? What’s the movement?
Audience: Flying.
Me: Flying! I love it.
Audience: It’s just lighter.
Audience: Dancy.
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Me: Dancy! Yes! It’s almost as if we are lifted off the ground, and we’re dancing.
And it’s…not just any kind of dance. This rhythm…

Figure 1.46

…is a very typical rhythm for a dance called the polonaise. The polonaise is a Polish
dance, and Chopin, being from Poland, composed lots of polonaises…. But why is he
putting the polonaise rhythm into this nocturne?
Audience: Must have been some political statement.
The moment seemed ripe for historical background. I could have started the event with this
information, but I would have run the risk, to my mind, of sounding boring or irrelevant, or
worse, of planting potentially inhibitive notions in my audience members’ heads before
they heard the music. Introducing the historical information here, by way of answering a
question that arose from the music, was more apt and meaningful.
Me: In Chopin’s time, Poland was divided among Russia, Prussia, and Austria, and
those were very difficult times for Chopin and the Polish people. [Chopin] left
Poland very young. He went to Vienna first. He tried to establish himself as a
musician. He was not very popular in Vienna, maybe due to the fact that he was an
outsider. He didn’t seem to find fertile ground for his creativity there, and so he
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moved on. Nineteenth-century Paris was a splendid place for the arts, and that’s
where he settled and spent the rest of his life. He never returned to Poland, and he
was always somewhat nostalgic at the idea of Poland. But again, why would he write
this? Why didn’t he just write a polonaise? He wrote many pieces that are selfstanding polonaises.
I was indeed asking the audience to make some big assumptions here. What explanations
they came up with did not matter to me—because there is of course no correct explanation.
My intent was simply to encourage them consider Chopin’s compositional choices.
Audience: Maybe…he wanted to distinguish himself by writing a nocturne and
putting in [the polonaise]...and emphasizing his identity.
Me: Yes, it’s certainly a matter of identity, but it’s not only a statement of love for the
country. There is a certain contrast between the beginning of the piece and this
middle [section, the polonaise].
Here, I set this question of the composer’s intent aside for a moment, in order to
return the conversation to the analysis.
Me: How does this polonaise end? Does anyone remember what happens to this
dance? Does it find a cadence? Does it find a resolution? Does it find a stable point
where it ends?
Audience: In [a] transition...
Me: It transitions into something in a very unusual way. Let’s hear how this
polonaise ends—and [whether] it really ends.
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Figure 1.47

What happened?
Audience: Kind of revolting...
Me: Another revolt. The music speeds up, and it goes into this huge dissonance and a
triple forte. [Chopin instructs the performer] to make the loudest possible sound
[one can make] on the piano.
Audience: It’s almost like a word of caution. He started flying and then: Be careful,
you could fall!
Audience: It’s a dream.
This was a wonderful example of how non-musicians think: They see music as an allegory
and extract literary “morals” from it. As a trained musician, I find this the most rewarding
aspect of The Art of Listening, because it indicates to me a deep engagement with the
music on the audience’s part and because it is a refreshing departure from how I talk about
music with my musician colleagues. I gave the audience plenty of time to share their
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metaphoric interpretations before stepping in with my own. Mine, too, was necessarily
speculative, but it was based in part on the inner turmoil described by Chopin the
aforementioned 1831 letter (Chopin and Opienski 1988, 166).
Me: There’s a dose of realism—and I heard someone say dream. What if this piece
is…a sleepless night in which you are trying to fall asleep, but there are these bad
thoughts, as you said? You can’t fall asleep because something is on your mind. And
then this transition happens: a modulation, a change into a different key which
transports us to a different realm…. And what happens in this different realm? We’re
back home, and we’re dancing. Everybody’s there. We’re stomping the ground with
this polonaise, and everything is great. And then, in one moment, all of that is
whisked away, as [if] we wake up and get a slap in the face. And what
happens…after that slap in the face? There’s a beautiful lamento, a solo left hand…

Figure 1.48

...a sad story of going back...to the [ambiguous background of] the beginning…and
those first notes of the melody: sad, then happy and hopeful, and then sad again.
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Figure 1.49

We are back to the same reality of that sleepless night….
At last, we reached the coda. What I wanted to touch upon was the appearance, here,
of C♯ major in place of a return to the B section. I transitioned to that topic by first
prompting the audience to recall the mood of the last notes of the piece.
Me: Do you remember how the piece ends? The final notes of the piece? [Did they
return to] the sadness and the depression and the melancholy?
Audience: Acceptance...
Me: The last notes were…

Figure 1.50

…in a major key. But this major key of the end is so different than the major key in
the middle section where we had this dream, the dancing:
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Figure 1.51

Think about this. Chopin as the composer of the piece is able to decide how to end it.
He could have ended with the polonaise. Or he could have gone back through the
reality of the A section into the polonaise again. But he didn’t. He chose to find a
more peaceful way, a more accepting way [to end]. He didn’t want…a Hollywood
ending, where everybody’s happy back home and all the enemies are dead.... It’s
[more like] we are waking up to reality and finding a better way of dealing with it—
remaining within the texture of the reality [but] finding a happier way of being.
Because of the polonaise’s very absence in the coda, I returned to the question of why
Chopin included it within the nocturne at all. Of course, I had been waiting for the
opportunity to do so all along: That question, to me, is central to any consideration of this
piece. How one answers it carries implications about the extent to which Chopin’s Polish
identity defines this piece, whether the piece can be understood as a political statement or a
stylized personal expression, and what meanings we can extract from the piece beyond its
more obvious allusions. So, one could say, I wanted to draw the audience’s attention to this
fascinating feature of the nocturne: the sheer multitude of possible readings it contains.
Me: So, is this piece about Poland?
Audience: It’s about him, and his fate…as a Polish person.
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Me: If it [were] only about Poland, I wouldn’t care about it. I’m not Polish. It
wouldn’t mean anything to me. But it means something to me…because there’s a
musical pattern…and [there are] clues that tell [me] what this could be. Then I can
connect with it in my personal way…. My interpretation [was] of the dream…but
there is no absolute way of saying this is what Chopin meant…. Someone mentioned
stages of grief. All of us have felt loss—of a country, a place, a person, a job—any
kind of material or immaterial loss. I believe that music is not something we ought to
understand [as something]. Rather, music is the thing that understands us…. It gives
us the feeling that we are not alone—that no matter what we are going
through…someone [has] channeled it through music.
With that, it was time to play through the piece once more. I cannot stress enough how
important this concluding performance is. It affords the audience a chance to integrate the
conclusions of our discussion with another raw experience of the music. That said, in this Art of
Listening concert, I had a final point to make about the transition from minor to major in the
recapitulation, which I had omitted earlier by design in order for the audience to experience it for
themselves. As I had expected, somebody noticed it and brought it up.
Audience: It’s like a ray of sun. It has so much optimism. It’s like a light coming over
the whole place. I would ask you to please play it once more.
Me: I will play it one more time, because it highlights another important point about
classical music that I’d like to make. Most classical music has a specific overall
shape, a form. [Whether] it’s a sonata, a quartet, symphony, nocturne…it starts with
a first theme, a first melody, some kind of opening idea. Then it goes through a
transition into a secondary idea, something different, a contrast. After this, it comes
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back to the first idea—there’s a recapitulation of that initial idea. But then, the
second time around, the music diverges onto a different path.
I kept this description basic in order to give the audience a sort of compositional blueprint
that would apply to the sonata allegro form, rondo form, and ABA form. I also offered a
more metaphorical way of thinking about this structural “map.” Finally, I concluded the
conversation by bringing it back around to the nocturne.
Me: It’s almost as if it’s based on an archetype of human behavior: We start
somewhere—we make one attempt at something—but it fails, so we start over. Or,
even if it brings us somewhere new, that somehow leads us back to the beginning.
Then, once we restart, something is different. We make some changes, and we make
progress. In sonatas, it’s the second theme that’s going to be in a different
key…[and] modulate differently or be more ornamented. But in this nocturne, that
whole secondary area never comes back. Instead, there is the ending, the coda. And
maybe you noticed how [the] transition [to the coda] happens. The first time around,
[the transition to the middle section] was very dramatic. There was this big buildup
of tension. But the second time there was no transition. [The music] just fell into the
coda. It’s almost as if, instead of struggling to resolve, the music lets go. Or the
composer does…. [And that] final change is very easy. It’s almost as if [Chopin]
realized he had all the tools he needed to be happy all along, but he just hadn’t used
them. And now he does it—he simply changes.
Audience: I would treat the meaning of this coda as a very deep message from
Chopin—[the] victory of peace over stridence.
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Me: Yes, it’s a victory of our inner peace. Let’s hear this one more time, starting
from the sadness, and then...

Figure 1.52 The Coda

…the sun is rising. It’s as if we’ve gone through this tough night, and another day is
coming.
Audience: For me it’s spiritual peace.
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CHAPTER TWO

Claude Debussy: Prelude from the Suite Pour le Piano

Here, as in the previous chapter, I briefly analyze the piece for the benefit of the reader
before proceeding to a discussion of the Art of Listening transcript. Even though in this
conversation-concert I played all three movements of Debussy’s Suite Pour le piano, I focus
now on the first movement, the Prelude, around which the bulk of the discussion centered.
Both the prelude’s beginning and its end securely anchor it in A minor. However, the
departures from this key—and from tonality in general—will prove to be of high compositional
significance. In particular, the transformations of the motifs in the middle section, using
augmented chords and whole-tone scales, create a sense of dream-like wonder, which in turn
make the outer sections sound that much more conventional.
In the beginning, two main motifs—let them be motif A and motif B—introduce
themselves in rapid succession, within the very first seven measures (Figs. 2.1 and 2.2).

Figure 2.1 Motif A
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Figure 2.2 Motif B

Each motif then develops into a theme of its own: Theme A lasts for only five measures and
theme B for thirty-seven. (Fig. 2.3)

66

Figure 2.3 Themes A and B

Theme A is rhythmical, percussive, featuring note repetitions, parallel chords, a chromatic
descent to the dominant, and then a chordal descent back to the tonic A. Theme B is slower and
smoother, featuring a steady rhythm of quarter notes and a gradually rising melody over a pedal
tone A. The long arch of this melody winds down once only to restart in m. 27 and, on the
second ascent, reaches a climactic outburst in m. 43. Both themes are in the lower register,
played by the left hand, while the right hand weaves a pattern of sixteenth notes not unlike a
baroque toccata. The harmonic language is based on the chords of conventional tonal harmony
but with lots of parallel voice leading.
The outburst in m. 43 brings about the first transformation—that of motif A. Except for
the initial C major chord and the dominant 7th chord that is implied under the glissando, the
entire theme is harmonized by parallel augmented chords. (Fig. 2.4)
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Figure 2.4 First Transformation of Motif A

The theme develops further, then climaxes in m. 57 where a whole-tone scale relieves the builtup tension. (Fig. 2.5)

Figure 2.5 Buildup and Climax in m. 57

What follows in m. 59 is a brief chromatic transitional section, based on motif A. (Fig. 2.6)
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Figure 2.6 Transitional Section based on Motif A

This transition develops and builds up to m. 71 where a new texture begins and ushers a
transformation of motif B into the whole-tone scale in m. 75. A bell-like ostinato rings
periodically in the high register. Together with the rhythmic layering of sixteenth notes, eighth
notes and dotted half notes, this texture could be seen as having been influenced by Javanese
gamelan music, which Debussy heard at the Exposition Universelle of 1889.24 Motif A reappears
in m. 79-82, transformed into bell-like echoes that seem to imply a metric dissonance of a
hemiola as well. (Fig. 2.7)

24

For a detailed discussion of the influence of gamelan music on Debussy, see Parker (2020)
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Figure 2.7 Transformation of Motif B in the Whole-Tone Scale

This pattern continues until a descending figuration brings the music back to a recapitulation in
A minor in m. 97, skipping Theme A, and landing directly in a slightly shortened Theme B (Fig.
2.8)

Figure 2.8 Beginning of the Recapitulation

This leads again, as in m. 43, to the augmented-chord transformation of motif A in m. 119. Now,
however, our motif resists the augmented chords and reverts to its original key of A minor in m.
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127. This resurgence of A minor amounts to a belated recapitulation of Theme A, but unlike in
the exposition, it is now accompanied by a fortissimo toccata-like figuration. (Fig. 2.9)

Figure 2.9 Recapitulation of Motif A in A minor

When this outburst, a kind of flashback of tonality, dies out in m. 134, the music shifts to
the whole-tone scale and the ostinato-like texture of the middle section. This time, the left hand
develops the rhythm of motif A (Fig. 2.10).
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Figure 2.10 Rhythm of Motif A in the Whole-Tone Scale, played by the left hand

In m. 42 a brief etude-like transition in A minor leads to a recitativo-like cadenza in m. 148. (Fig.
2.11)

Figure 2.11 Transition and Beginning of Cadenza

Within the cadenza, a series of scale passages once more juxtaposes the whole-tone scale and the
notes of A minor—this time centered on the note B, alluding to a Locrian mode (Fig. 2.12).

Figure 2.12 A Whole-Tone Scale, Followed by the Locrian Mode
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Finally, the last six measures of the Prelude bring about a cadential progression that does
use some augmented chords but decisively resolves into A minor. Interestingly—and
masterfully—the top notes of each chord spell a version of the melodic shape of motif A (A-EG) and its retrograde (G-E-A), ending the piece by alluding to its beginning (Fig. 2.13).

Figure 2.13 The Final Six Measures Resolving to A Minor

To summarize, the underlying musical narrative of the Prelude is based on a dichotomy
between tonal and modernist musical languages. The main motifs of the piece are presented in
their tonal versions first, with only slight stretching of the “rules” here and there to allow for
parallelisms. Both motifs then undergo a transformation into their more experimental
counterparts constructed from whole-tone scale fragments and parallel augmented chords, only
to return to their original form in the latter part of the piece. It is as if these motifs inhabit two
parallel worlds—a clear, solid, earthly one, and a dizzying, ambiguous, spiritual one. Up to the
very end, the apparent struggle between the two worlds keeps the listener unsure about which
one will prevail. By ending the piece firmly rooted in the same key it started in, Debussy has
managed to write a work that simultaneously conforms to the more general traditional rules of
composition and indulges in hitherto inconceivable new horizons of atonal possibilities. In a
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way, he has achieved a musical narrative that reflects his own positioning as a composer on the
cusp between tradition and innovation.
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The Art of Listening Transcript Two

The imaginative transformations of motifs from one musical language to another make
this piece an ideal vehicle for introducing the concepts of tonality and atonality to a nonmusician audience. I approached this goal as I do in all Art of Listening concerts: by playing the
movement in its entirety, then asking my audience members for their reactions.
My first volunteer commented on the virtuosity of the piece, specifically the glissando in
m. 46. The audience member was “most impressed by it and wanted to know how it was done.” I
indulged him but chose not to dwell on the technicality too much as I did not find it essential to
understanding this piece. This is not to imply that comments of a technical nature are not
welcome in an Art of Listening discussion but rather that an obvious glissando like this one is
easily noticeable even without being pointed out. At the time, I did not think it served to
introduce the audience to the deeper level of analysis I was hoping to reach.
The second person to speak reported on the Prelude’s atmosphere and contrasts:
Well, it had a very magical feel…and such a wonderful control of dynamics…. It was
going to all these different places.
This is a very general comment, so I decided to encourage this person to be more specific:
So, you noticed a difference in dynamics... Tell me more about those different places.
What were they like?
The prompt proved fruitful. The listener was able to tag the contrasting sections with verbal
labels “dreamlike” and “grounded.” I took the liberty of assuming that the listener was referring
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to motif A in m. 1-5 and m. 43-59 as “grounded,” because of its pronounced rhythm and
articulation, and to motif B in m. 6-42 and m. 75-96 as “dreamlike,” because of its smooth legato
lines and abundance of pedaling. For clarity and relatability, I chose to adopt these easily
recognizable, colloquial labels for the rest of the lecture. I asked what everyone else thought of
these distinctions. One audience member observed that the “grounded” sections resembled
Gershwin’s music. I responded that a lot of music by Debussy, as well as by Gershwin, was
influenced by jazz. I continued by asking the audience members which sections they preferred,
and the same person reported liking the “grounded” sections more because they “felt
dancelike…. There was a rhythm to [them].” I paraphrased these comments in an attempt to
draw other members of the audience into the discussion:
Me: So, the grounded ones had rhythm. They were present and dancelike. Then there
were the dreamy ones that were more…what?
Audience: I was reminded more of a very rapid stream of consciousness—streaming like
rivers, flowing very rapidly like water…and [they were] very high pitched somehow. You
were playing lower notes, but they sounded so high.
Me: So, there was a kind of energy.
Audience: Tremendous energy, but very light.
Me: What does stream of consciousness mean? Can you tell us? What does that imply?
Audience: Rapid interior movements in the brain…
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I assumed that the audience member meant not only that the “dreamlike” section was streaming,
but also that the music flowed between the “dreamlike” and “grounded” sections rapidly and
seamlessly.
Me: That’s exactly what happens in this music: Ideas stream from one to the other very
quickly…. We move between very different textures.
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Figure 2.14 Theme A and beginning of Theme B

What a contrast already in these very first few notes, the first few seconds!
Next, I wanted to help the audience define these two sections even more clearly. My goal
was to highlight the baroque figuration within what the audience perceived as the jazzy motif A,
as well as its experimentation with a new kind of voice leading.
Well, the jazziness is there, but the texture is very baroque.

Figure 2.15

[If we consider] only the texture, it could be [mistaken for] a Bach prelude…
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Figure 2.16

…but it’s the harmonies that [Debussy] uses that are different. Bach would never write
something like this:

Figure 2.17

In baroque harmony, we’d always have [a voice] movement that’s circling around. Some
notes are being held together, while others are moving…

Figure 2.18
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…but there is never absolute parallelism. [But absolute parallelism is] one of the
hallmarks of Debussy’s style! He started using the same old chords without trying to
follow the [old] rules [of voice leading].
Then, I asked about the second section again:
Me: So, what is this second [theme] like? The next idea? Let’s try to define that even
better.
Audience: It has a kind of bubbling effect.
Me: A bubbling effect! That’s great. What do you mean by bubbling?
Audience: It’s as if little pieces were coming to fruition. It [sounds like] stirring…
Me: Stirring? Yeah, I like that.
I took the term “stirring” to be a reference to the combination of the slow, long-term melody in
the left hand and the “bubbling” figuration in the right hand, which I proceeded to demonstrate:
For me, it sounds like a stream, but it’s not a calm stream. Something is…bubbly inside
it. The melody in the left hand flows…

Figure 2.19

…but the right hand is ornamenting that melody with these…
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Figure 2.20

Again, very baroque in a way. What else? What happens to that melody?
Audience: It builds up, gets stronger, then dies again.
This insightful comment helped me draw the audience’s attention to the lack of cadences in this
section:
Me: How long is that buildup? And does it reach any conclusion? Any arrival? No. Those
[arrivals] are very important…in the music of Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin. These
moments of arrival, moments where the phrase ends…were everywhere. Take this
example from a sonata by Mozart:

Figure 2.21 Beginning of Mozart’s Sonata in C major, K 545

But with Debussy… it’s like the sea, it’s [continuously] welling up and going down…
That’s something Debussy inherited from the German composer, Wagner. Debussy went
to Bayreuth where he heard Wagner’s music and was fascinated by it. Then he went
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again the next year, and he felt it was awful…but he couldn’t escape it. He was deeply
influenced by Wagner’s long developments, long phrases, and endless melodies.
It was time to move onto the transformation of motif A in m. 43:
What happens next? We have this outburst…

Figure 2.22

What is that?
Audience: It’s very familiar, but...
Me: It sounds familiar?
Audience: Where is it from? From Manhattan?
Me: Manhattan?
Audience: Woody Allen...
Me: (chuckling) [A little further] back in time... Do we recognize this melody?
Audience: Somewhat Gershwin, “Rhapsody in Blue.”
Me: A little bit, yeah…but within the piece?
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[silence]
Does it sound like something we’ve already heard?
[silence]
Is it the “grounded” one or the “dreamy” one?
AM: The grounded one.
Me: The grounded one!
I find it quite interesting that the audience could not recognize the return of the main
motif without reference to the label “grounded” that we applied to it in the beginning of the
lecture. I believe we musicians and music theorists take for granted that most listeners recognize
such simple motivic connections, but we should not. A conversation-concert like this not only
brings this realization to light; it offers an excellent opportunity to illuminate the motivic
connections between distant sections of the music. I often do this by juxtaposing the relevant
musical excerpts and replaying them until the connection between them becomes apparent:
Me: I’ll play the beginning, the opening phrase. It goes like this:

Figure 2.23

83

And then the transformed section:

Figure 2.24

They both have the same rhythm and the same melodic shape, right? They both grow out
of the same seed, but into something else.
Because the transformation features augmented chords, and because augmented chords
are such an important element in Debussy’s music in general, I segued here into a discussion of
those. Here, as I articulated earlier in this chapter, they serve as a means of contrast, morphing
the motif into a new harmonic language.
More importantly, this new section is actually the first motif transfigured—harmonized,
now, with a certain kind of chord, a chord that made you think of Gershwin, that made
you think of jazziness. It’s this chord:

Figure 2.25

We call it the augmented chord.
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Here I touched upon some of the theory I covered in the Chopin lecture, which dealt with
major and minor chords:
We talked before about major and minor chords, the basic chords of our music. If we
play three notes in this pattern…

Figure 2.26

…they sound relatively happy to us; we have a major chord. If we move the middle note
down a little bit…

Figure 2.27

…then it becomes the minor chord, the sad one. But notice we moved only the middle
note.
I recognized an opportunity for interaction and jumped on it, tickling the audience’s imagination
with the augmented chord then waiting for their descriptions of it.
Let’s see what we can do with that higher note. If we move [it] up a little bit, we get this:
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Figure 2.28

What does this sound like? How would you describe it?
Audience 1: A transition.
Audience 2: It sounds very modern to me, [like a] stream of consciousness—that’s what
jazz improvisation is. So, to a jazz musician, which is what I am, it’s “out.” It sounds
outside of the major.
While his comment was welcome, I worried that his musical background would inhibit and
intimidate the non-musicians in the audience. So, I encouraged them to describe the sound
quality of the augmented chord more creatively by hazarding a little free association.
Me: What else? Would you say this is more earth or sky?
Audience: Earth.
Me: Earth? Ok. Is it more warm or cold? Is it more of an exclamation or a question?
Audience 1: Question.
Audience 2: Question.
Me: Yeah. These are the terms in which I want you to think about music. What is it
implying to us? What does it make us feel?
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I also wanted to demonstrate to the audience how the augmented chord was used before
Debussy, so they would comprehend the novelty of Debussy’s parallel approach.
Me: This kind of chord appeared in classical music even before Debussy. He didn’t
invent it... It appeared a lot as a transition, as you said, between certain other chords. So,
we would start with a chord like this…

Figure 2.29

…then one note would move…

Figure 2.30

…and then there would be a resolution of that motion.

Figure 2.31

So, there’s one stable point, a point of tension, and then a point of resolution. And this
chord could resolve in different ways:
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Figure 2.32

One example that [you] might know is from the Largo of the 9th Symphony “From the
New World” by Dvořak. There’s this beautiful theme…

Figure 2.33

…and that’s the augmented chord!

Figure 2.34

…and then it continues:
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Figure 2.35

So, there’s that one moment of longing elicited by that one displaced note, but that
displaced note had to resolve. In this case, it completed its transition to the next chord. In
the “Raindrop” Prelude by Chopin…

Figure 2.36

…there is a similar process, but with a different result. The moment appears in the
middle of the piece:
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Figure 2.37

Maybe we would expect it to go something like this…

Figure 2.38

…but it doesn’t. It returns to the first chord.
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Figure 2.39

Chopin didn’t complete the transition he initiated, which imbues the piece with a different
meaning.
Now I wanted to stress how different and revolutionary Debussy’s usage of the augmented chord
was:
But Debussy focuses on and magnifies the augmented chord and, in a way, emancipates it
from an immediate resolution. It’s as if he says: “I don’t need all these surrounding
consonances. I’ll move in parallel from one augmented chord to another and see what
kind of amazing new sound I can create.”

Figure 2.40
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He was really experimenting with it. Now it sounds somehow familiar and cool to our
ears because jazz has gotten us used to it. But just imagine listening in 1901! This was
very new. It’s quite ingenious.
Along with the augmented chord, the whole-tone scale is also featured in this section of the
piece. I took the opportunity to draw the audience’s attention to this other hallmark of Debussy’s
musical language, prefaced by a short music theory primer.
Certain scales fit well with certain chords, and the scale Debussy uses here fits very well
with the augmented chord. It’s called the whole-tone scale, and it had not been used
much before him.

Figure 2.41

It’s made of notes that are a whole step apart. Let me explain: There are two types of
steps in scales: whole steps and half steps. A regular major scale has some of each:
Every major scale contains two whole steps, one half step, three more whole steps, and
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finally one more half step. It’s very easy to spot the half steps in the C major scale, for
example, which uses only the white keys:

Figure 2.42

The half steps are where the black keys seem to be missing—and there is no black key
between E and F, so, again, the third step is a half step. If instead we went from E to F
sharp, the next black key, we’d get a whole step. Now, if we play only whole steps...

Figure 2.43

…all the notes are the same distance from one another. We don’t really know where the
end of the scale is, because that “end” or “arrival” is usually indicated by the position of
the half steps. But in a whole-tone scale, every step is the same. Each note sounds equally
like an arrival, and there’s no way to orient ourselves.
Audience: It’s very ethereal.
Me: Ethereal. Yes. Not grounded. It’s a new way of ordering notes. You could call it
democratic—all the notes are of the same importance. There’s no center. And that’s a big
idea for the music of the 20th century. We get away from C major, A minor, G minor, and
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the rest. We get away from each composition having its own central note, the “arrival”
note, the tonic. Here we lose that. We get disoriented—we enter another realm of human
experience that earlier music had not addressed.
At this point, an audience member asked an apt question:
Audience: Does this piece have an actual key?
Me: It starts in A minor, and it ends in A minor, but the middle part enters a realm of
whole-tone scales and augmented chords that has no key and, as a result, sounds so
dreamy.
Moving on from the section where motif A is transformed, I wanted to give the audience a
glimpse into the section where motif B is transformed.
Let’s see if you recognize this theme:

Figure 2.44

Have we heard that one before?
[silence]
Of course, we did! I wouldn’t ask you if we didn’t. It’s our second, dream-like theme…
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Figure 2.45

…transformed like this:

Figure 2.46

It’s really the same melodic contour, the same musical idea, the same motif, but with no
half steps. In the beginning of the piece, it was in minor mode, and now it’s in the wholetone scale, which makes it sound magical and ethereal.
This was a good moment to introduce the influence of the Javanese gamelan on Debussy, as
noted earlier.
Then another thing happens—Little bells!

Figure 2.47
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In 1889 there was a Universal Exposition in Paris. Debussy was present, and he heard
Javanese gamelan music, using bells of different shapes and sizes. It sounded very
exotic25, completely mesmerizing.
And then—what’s that?

Figure 2.48

Which motif is this?

Figure 2.49

I did not verbalize the connection of this echo-like motif with motif A, but I believe the audience
understood the relation just by hearing their juxtaposition.
The whole piece is built on these little motifs. That’s nothing new. Bach and Beethoven
did that, and Wagner too. In his operas, he used Leitmotifs—melodic fragments that
always appear when a specific character does. Each character in the opera is identified

25

I understand now that the word “exotic” implies a reductionist stereotype. A better word would have been
“exoticist” because that is precisely what Debussy was doing: Exoticizing music of the Javanese gamelan and
appropriating it for a European audience.
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by that musical tag. In this spot, which is one of my favorites, Debussy combines both
motifs:

Figure 2.50

At this point, an audience member felt invited to share an interpretation of a more spiritual
nature:
Audience: Was there some communication between the earthly world and the divine
world?
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Me: I don’t have the answer to that!
Audience: I guess it’s my interpretation. It’s just, the way he plays with those sorts of
feelings—it’s like a conversation.
Me: Sure, and the speakers are completing each other’s sentences. The boundaries
between them are not clear—they are very fluid. The music flows from one to the other.
Something about this exchange kindled the audience’s curiosity about Debussy, the man, his
friends, his influences, and his followers.
Audience 1: Debussy is so unique. I don’t know much about music, but I always feel that
if I hear Debussy, I instantly know it’s Debussy. Is there anybody who picked [his style]
up from him?
Audience 2: Was he friends with any famous artists?
Audience 3: Wouldn’t he have read Freud?
What I found striking and touching about this flurry of questions was the enthusiastic interest our
discussion had inspired. The Art of Listening had accomplished what I’d intended—getting
people excited about music—and my response here was of secondary importance—The Art of
Listening is not meant to be a comprehensive lecture. After a couple of brief remarks about
Ravel, Mallarmé, Verlaine, and Satie, I shifted our focus to the closing section of the piece:
This ending—it’s very improvisatory:
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Figure 2.51

What do you make of that?
Audience: It feels unfinished.
Me: Unfinished, yes! He starts and ends this scale on a very bizarre note. Instead of C…

Figure 2.52

…which would make it a regular C major scale, he chooses to start and end on B…

Figure 2.53

…that bizarre note, which makes it sound incomplete. Then, he begins alternating
between this unusual “B scale,” and a whole-tone scale:
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Figure 2.54

It’s almost as if Debussy is telling us, “If you haven’t picked it up yet, this is what I have
been doing all along!” Maybe that dynamic is the conversation between earth and air
that someone mentioned.

With that, another audience member felt moved to speak.
Audience: The piece is so expansive. And, if you go with this concept of dream-like, it’s
perfect…. It’s surreal.
I decided to end on that note: I played through the last few bars of the Prelude and moved on to
the other movements.
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CHAPTER THREE

Robert Schumann: Kreisleriana, and The Art of Listening Transcript Three

Kreisleriana, one of Robert Schumann’s largest piano solo works, is a collection of eight
short pieces, or movements, tied together by recurring motifs and moods. In this chapter I will
briefly analyze the pieces, one by one, and share the corresponding section of the Art of Listening
transcript after each analysis.
The first movement is in compound ternary form and rife with contrasts. The A section,
in D minor and forte to fortissimo, contains fast, rising figuration in the right hand and jagged
syncopations in the left hand (Fig. 3.1). The B section, in B♭ major, is made of pianissimo
descending figures, which are approximate inversions of the figures from the opening but,
without the left hand’s syncopations, come across as much calmer (Fig. 3.2).

Figure 3.1 Opening of the A Section of Movement 1
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Figure 3.2 The Beginning of the B Section of Movement 1

The duality of character of these two sections makes this movement an ideal piece with
which to introduce an audience to Schumann’s dual personalities—represented by his alter egos
Florestan and Eusebius. I started this Art of Listening concert with a performance of this
movement and an open question to the audience about what the music could mean.
Me: What do you think this is all about?
Audience: Joyfulness!
Audience: Yeah! And reflection at one point.
Me: So, there’s different things going on. Joyfulness, reflection…
Audience: Anxiety.
Me: Aha! Does everybody agree with this completely? Where was the anxiety?
102

Audience: In the beginning…
Audience: Yeah, yeah!
Audience: I’m not a musician, but I saw a river and its rapids going like crazy. Then it
would hit a smooth part, and then it would go like crazy again. I could visualize it.
Me: I love it. You know, musicians rarely make that associative step. Music is always a
metaphor for something. Music is never just made of notes.
Audience: I felt the same way. I felt like it was rushing water at the beginning, and then
you sat down and thought about a lovely vista. And that melody there is like you’re
singing to your heart.
Me: Yes. That’s beautiful. That duality is so important in this music. Schumann had
multiple personalities. He lived with this condition all his life, and even acknowledged it.
He would often write concert reviews from two perspectives and sign them not as Robert
Schumann, but as Florestan and Eusebius. He was so sensitive that he was able to
discern two people in his own person. One was more outgoing, spontaneous, exuberant—
that was Florestan. And the other one was more introverted, shy, pensive, melancholy—
that’s Eusebius. We all have those conflicting tendencies—not to that extent, of course,
but Schumann recognized something universal about our human nature, and he
transferred that to music in a genial, very specific way.
Now that the audience had picked up on the contrasting characters of the two sections, I
was able to highlight the motivic connection unifying the piece.
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Look at the beginning of this piece. Where is it going? Up or down?

Figure 3.3

Audience: Up.
Me: Ah. It’s rising, right? We all feel that. You don’t need to know music to feel it’s
rising. Each little part of this melody is rising. This motif…

Figure 3.4

…is rising. And the next one…

Figure 3.5
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…and next one.

Figure 3.6

You could almost think of these motives as strokes of a paintbrush in a Van Gogh
painting—those little strokes—they all go in the same direction, and overall, they are
rising. Schumann also writes this part has to be forte, or loud. In the second part, though,
he does the exact opposite. That’s the part some of you felt was like relaxation, or a
beautiful vista, or where the river is calm. He takes the same kind of gesture that goes up
in the beginning…

Figure 3.7

…and turns it around, so now it goes down.
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Figure 3.8

Each little gesture is now pointing downwards. The music also changed into the major
mode, the happy mode. So, we have this opening, which is in minor, and the middle part,
which is in major, and then we come back to that opening music at the end, which is in
minor. So, there’s a kind of circularity. We call it an ABA form.
Now, I feel like I have to tell you a little bit about the background of this piece. Why are
the contrasts so drastic? Well, Kreisler, the title character of the piece, is derived from
stories by E. T. A. Hoffmann, a German writer of the 19th century. Hoffmann was a lot of
things, among them also a composer. In his novels, he invented this character who was a
composer called Kreisler. He was very erratic—He was kind of like Schumann. Indeed,
Schumann recognized himself in this literary figure. This composer, Kreisler, would have
sudden changes of mood. Hoffmann wrote that Kreisler would, during the “merriest of
games, run away to hide and cry.” Hoffmann also described Kreisler as writing music
that had series of “outlandish chords,”—sounds that didn’t seem to go well together, but
that were bold. He was audacious, writing music that other composers wouldn’t.
Schumann found that really inspiring. Perhaps, he wanted to depict what the music of
this fictional composer might have sounded like. Kreisler was a “Kapellmeister.” A
kapellmeister is someone in charge of music at the church. He’d have a choir, compose,
play organ, and have a little orchestra—the “Kapell.” In Schumann’s mind, the ultimate
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kapellmeister was Bach. So, from this perspective, a lot of Kreisleriana is inspired by
Bach. This texture made up of melodic motifs that build the piece, one by one, ever
changing is something Schumann borrowed from Bach. For example, this famous prelude
by Bach was built on the same idea.

Figure 3.9 J. S. Bach: Prelude in C major, WTC Book I, BWV 846

Schumann’s doing the same thing but of course, unlike the Bach Prelude, which is calm
and contained, Schumann goes through the roof.

Figure 3.10

Here, I move on to the second movement, with its recurring main theme in B♭ major,
which is excellent for introducing a more complex musical form. It is an ABACA Rondo form
with a brief interlude after the C section and a modified closing A section. The B and C sections
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are titled Intermezzo I and II. Because the movement is quite a bit more complex, I decided to
preface the performance with a discussion of the overall form of the piece.
Me: I have to talk a bit before I play the second movement, because it’s a little
complicated. The first movement was very easy. It had this ABA form, kind of like a
sandwich, right? The two buns, and the stuff in between.
[The audience giggles.]
The second movement is more like a club sandwich.
[The audience giggles more.]
There’s a bun in the middle and there are two episodes. One of my audience members
once described it like that, and from then on, I always used that metaphor because it’s
perfect.
[The audience laughs loudly.]
This anecdote not only entertained the audience but also acknowledged that I learn from them,
too, and that listening is a two-way process.
Next, I introduced the themes. I felt that each of the themes needed to be presented to the
audience in advance in order to disambiguate their role within the form and make them more
memorable and recognizable once I play the piece through. In doing so, I consciously deviated
from my standard Art of Listening format, which could be summed up in the phrase “music
first—discussion later,” making this conversation-concert seem more akin to standard lecture
recitals, where the lecturer introduces the themes and then performs the piece. But even with this
new order of things, The Art of Listening maintains a crucial distinction from conventional
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lecture-recitals. Here, for instance, I didn’t just introduce the themes—I asked the audience to
share their interpretations and observations. I believe, as I have said before, that asking the
audience members to engage with the music in such a way makes the themes more salient and
personally meaningful for them.
The A section is in rounded binary form and starts with a calm but widely undulating
melody in octaves, which is accompanied by a shadowing counterpoint in the left hand and
occasional chords (Fig. 3.11).
We start with an A section, which is the main theme, and that theme will come back twice,
in the middle and at the end, and there will be two episodes, the B and C sections, in
between. The A section goes like this:

Figure 3.11 Beginning of the A section of the Second Movement
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Me: What do you make of that? What does that sound like?
Audience: Calming?
Audience: It’s more listenable.
Me: Yeah! In the first movement we had contrasting sections, but both were very active.
Even in the section someone compared to a vista, the river was still there, still rippling.
But here, in the second movement, we feel calm. And remember how in the first
movement, each section was either rising, or falling? Notice how here, in the second
movement, we already have the idea of both rise and fall within the main motif. We rise…

Figure 3.12

…and then we fall.

Figure 3.13

So, Schumann’s combining those two…
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Figure 3.14

…in a melody sounding almost like it’s written for a French horn.
Audience: It sounds like it’s almost calling to you, ‘Come along with me…’ [singing]
Me: Exactly. It’s inviting you.
Audience: It’s pulling you forward.
Me: Yes, exactly. It’s a call. And the call is repeated many times throughout the piece.
Next, I wanted to briefly touch upon the B section, the Intermezzo in F major, a lively
contrapuntal dance (Fig. 3.15). It is so brisk that it ends practically before it starts, fading away
suddenly with a one-note transition back into the A section (Fig. 3.16).
Me: And then comes the first episode, the first interruption.
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Figure 3.15 Beginning of the B section of the Second Movement

Me: What’s that like?
Audience: It’s more exciting.
Audience: Happiness.
Audience: A child playing.
Me: A child playing! There’s activity! It’s almost as if we open the doors of our house
and, suddenly, we are in the outside world. And then we come back inside in an instant.
You’ll notice how that happens. It’s really jarring how suddenly he drops back into that
opening melody.
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Figure 3.16 Final Cadence of the B section and the transition back into the A section

The repeated A section ends with a clear-cut cadence and a second Intermezzo, or the C
section, starts in a decidedly different character. Rhapsodic sixteenth-note runs build its dense
texture and two underlying melodies imitate each other in a passionate dialogue (Fig. 3.17). One
could be forgiven for thinking this is the beginning of a third piece of the set. Only once the A
section returns for the third time would a naïve listener realize that all of this music is part of the
same piece. Something about this movement made one audience member think of the passage of
time, and another of romantic love. This was a great opportunity to talk about Schumann’s love
for Clara Wieck and the difficulties he encountered in dealing with her father.
And there will be a second episode—the C section. Let’s hear a little bit of that.

Figure 3.17 The Beginning of the C Section of the Second Movement

Me: What is that like?
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Audience: I think of life itself. Each of those parts seem to arouse a sense of a period of
time—say a week, or even a day. One day may be much like what you just played, while
the previous day was more hurried and uptight. Maybe towards the evenings it calms.
Me: Yeah, I love that. Music can depict the experience of the passage of time.
Audience: I might embarrass myself by saying this, but to me it was all about yearning
for a woman.
[The audience bursts into laughter.]
Me: Yes!
Audience: In the very beginning he’s lusting after this woman and he has a lot of angst
about her, and then in the reflection part, he’s thinking ‘Oh, she’s so beautiful,’ and then
there’s more of the concern, ‘Will she like me?’ So, the beginning is more of a call to that
woman, and then he was happy because she said yes! And then in that next part he thinks
‘Oh does she really like me? ‘Cause I’m kind of worried about that.’
[The audience claps loudly and laughs.]
Me: Oh, yes! I was waiting for that. In Schumann’s life there was a woman he was crazy
about. He set out to win her over, and he did—that was not the difficult part. Her father
was the difficult part. He was Schumann’s piano teacher. And he was having none of it!
He knew Schumann too well—knew that Schumann would drink and have mood swings
and have fun with the ladies. And, of course, his daughter was his main student. His
daughter was the one who, in his mind, was destined to become a great pianist. And she
did, but her father wanted to do everything to protect her. But Robert Schumann was set
114

on Clara. Clara Wieck was her name, and, ultimately, she became Clara Schumann—but
only after a long legal battle with her father, because she was still too young. If a woman
wanted to marry under a certain age, she needed to have the consent of the father. So,
certainly that’s part of it. I’m glad you mentioned it.
The return of the A section is ushered in by a depressing and unusually thorny transition,
starting in m. 118 in D minor (Fig. 3.18) and painstakingly modulating its way towards F♯ major
/ G♭ major in m. 130 (Fig. 3.19).

Figure 3.18 Transition starting in D minor

Figure 3.19 Modulations towards F sharp major

There, a transposed version of the A section theme appears out of the preceding gloom like a
vision of light (m. 130-133). This vision is instantaneously thrown back into its original key of
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B♭ major by way of an augmented sixth chord in m. 134. This sudden return to “reality”, though
it should feel like a return to the tonic, escapes the true feeling of recapitulation, not only because
of its sudden arrival from the distant F♯ major, but also because of the note F in the bass imbuing
the music with that unstable harmony of a second inversion chord and anticipating a cadential
progression (Fig. 3.20).

Figure 3.20 A transformed recapitulation of the A Section

But the expected V-I progression does not appear yet. Instead, in m. 136, the bass note F shifts to
G♭ which, being a flat sixth scale degree, exacerbates the gut-wrenching sense of loss at not
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hearing the theme in its original form again. The G♭ in the bass turns into F♯, striving forth
towards G♮. Only after a brief quasi-cadenza in m. 140 and a two-measure-long adagio does the
music deliver us to a satisfying, if somewhat melancholy, cadence in the tonic of B♭ (Fig. 3.20).
The rest of the A section concludes the piece in a more relaxed and blissful state of mind. This is
how I approached this convoluted section in my presentation:
What happens next in the music is very touching. After all these episodes and repetitions
of the main theme, one would think that maybe we were going to move on to the third
piece now. You wouldn’t expect the main theme to come back—but it does, in a changed,
transformed way. It comes back after a short, dark period of struggle. It comes back like
this:

Figure 3.21 The transition and recapitulation of the main theme

It’s different. The first time it was here, in this key:
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Figure 3.22 The main theme at the beginning of the movement

That sounds very stable and confident. And now?

Figure 3.23 The recapitulation of the main theme

It’s in a different key. It has been moved into a higher register, where it has a different
color and different sound. So, it’s not the theme as it was, but we’re reminded of it. It’s
like an image of that theme—as if it’s not real. And what happens immediately after that?
Schumann brings back the original melody in its full glory, so we are transported back to
reality. And yet he does something to let us know that something is still amiss. Maybe you
can pick up on it?
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Figure 3.24 The main theme recapitulated in the tonic

You can hear this note…

Figure 3.25

…which makes it so sad! He tries again and again.

Figure 3.26

But the theme never really returns exactly in the same way. There’s that extra note down
there in the left hand that makes it so dissonant and sad. And it ends like that, without
giving us the full theme again. Why would Schumann withhold that satisfaction from us at
the end? Why does he give us such pain?
Audience: His personal life.
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Audience: He’s really by himself.
Me: Yeah. That’s the feeling of longing—of unfulfilled longing. He wrote this in 1838,
two years before he and Clara got married. That was a period in which he was not even
able to send her letters or communicate with her. Sometimes, when she was on tour, they
would secretly correspond and even secretly meet. But he was able to communicate
through music. He could write pieces knowing that she would get them and play them.
And he even wrote to her about this piece, “When you play this, you will recognize
yourself.” It’s almost as if he was painting a portrait of her—but also of himself. It’s her,
through his eyes.
Since I only introduced the individual themes of this movement, I played it in full after the
conversation.
Before playing the third movement, I wanted to engage the audience by having them
guess what the movement will be like. There was only one response—others may have been too
shy to speak yet, but I presume that my question helped attune them to the music, because after
they had heard the movement performed, they had some interesting comments to share.
Me: What do you think happens after loss? If the second movement was about loss, or
unfulfilled longing, what would you feel after that?
Audience: Maybe despair?
Me: Despair. Maybe anger? Let’s see what happens next, in movement three.
This movement is a menacing dance in G minor (Fig. 3.27), with a passionately ebbing
and flowing cantilena in B♭ major as the B section, starting in m. 33 (Fig. 3.28). The
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recapitulation of the A section deflects into a furious coda (m. 116) that ends the piece
tumultuously (Fig. 3.29).

Figure 3.27 The A section of the third movement

Figure 3.28 The B section

Figure 3.29 Beginning of the Coda

After the performance, the listeners were most impressed by the coda, and naturally, their
comments reflected that. Therefore, it made most sense to discuss it first. The sheer tragedy of
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the coda is unmistakable, and in my lecture, I chose to relate it to the painful losses in
Schumann’s life.
Me: What happened here? What did you hear?
Audience: Anxiety.
Audience: Persistence.
Audience: I heard feistiness.
Audience: Torment.
Audience: And then a little bit of self-reflection in the middle.
Me: Exactly. I’m so glad you hear that. What I find interesting about this piece is that it
changes at the end. In piece number one, we had an A section and a B section, and when
the A section returned to conclude the piece, it was exactly the same as it was in the
beginning. In the second piece, the main melody had slightly changed when it came back
at the end. Here, in the third piece, after the repeated A section has finished, we get an
extra section, in which the melody keeps changing. There is a sense of progress in the
musical narrative. The music doesn’t simply come back full circle. Rather, it explodes
into this huge temper tantrum in the end, almost to the point of madness. When we talk
about loss and sadness in Schumann’s life, we shouldn’t think only of Clara. In fact, he
didn’t really lose her. He won her in the end. But as a young man, he lost his only sister,
all three of his brothers, both of his parents, uncles, and a beloved sister-in-law. Later in
his life, some of his children died, and also, he suffered the losses of two of his most
favorite composers, Schubert and Mendelssohn. When his sister, Emilie, committed
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suicide, he wrote in his diary, ‘I was a foaming wave screaming as it rises. Why must this
happen to me?’ (Ostwald, 2010, p. 22) Isn’t this music like a screaming wave that’s
washing over you? He managed to convey his feelings through words and music so
faithfully. And how important and relevant that is to us even now!
Next, I talked about the jagged main motif that I related to the protagonist of E. T. A.
Hoffmann’s novel The Life and Opinions of the Tomcat Murr, which served as an inspiration to
Schumann. The obsessively repeated motif reappears in an inner voice to build the distinctive
middle section, effectively unifying the two seemingly disparate sections. One could bring to the
attention of the audience any number of this movement’s interesting features, but this motivic
unity seems to be one that is both easily overlooked and worth pointing out.
Another thing about the story of Kreisler that I didn’t share so far is that the fictional
composer Kreisler, after whom the piece is named, features in many works of Hoffmann,
most notably in a book called The Life and Opinions of the Tomcat Murr. This book is a
satirical novel that is based on the premise of a cat who decides to learn how to read and
write. He becomes erudite and so proud of himself and, as a good upright tomcat, decides
to write his autobiography for other cats to follow and become as wonderful as he is. And
so, he takes a book from his master’s bookshelf, which happens to be the biography of the
composer Kreisler. He tears some pages from it, writes his autobiography on the back of
the pages, and sends it to print. But the people printing it make a mistake: They print
everything. They print on one page the story of the cat, and on the other page the story of
the composer. Again, this is one of those dualities that Schumann was so attuned to. And
sometimes you can feel his music is part of two completely different worlds. In one world
there is this claw-like, almost cat-like motif.
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Figure 3.30

The movement of the hand looks almost as if it’s scratching the piano. And then the
opposite is this beautiful lyrical cantilena of…

Figure 3.31

…one of the most beautiful, passionate expressions of love. But both of these sections are
based on the same motif. Schumann is the genius that derives both characters from the
same melodic fragment. Listen to this.

Figure 3.32

That’s the first one, the cat. And now this one.
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Figure 3.33

The melody of it goes like this…

Figure 3.34

But there’s another note in the middle voice, down here. The thumb plays it.

Figure 3.35

And that’s the same note we had in the beginning.

Figure 3.36

That same motif, the same melodic shape is being used in such emotionally completely
opposite ways. That’s the genius of Schumann. So, it is madness, but it is very well
planned. It is not an accident. It is a meticulous mind at work.
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The fourth movement starts quite unusually on the second inversion F dominant 7th chord
and brings forth a series of voice exchanges on different dominant 7th chords, each one following
the other directly, with elision of triadic resolutions (Fig. 3.37).

Figure 3.37 Opening of the fourth movement

A momentary sense of half-cadence is achieved in m. 8 on an F chord, but we are immediately
brought full circle into the chord of the opening, and back into the cycle of voice exchanges (Fig.
3.38).
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Figure 3.38 Half-cadence

A sole bass melody reaches an implied cadence in B♭ major in m. 11, but without any chords to
back it up. The low B♭ is immediately reimagined as part of a G minor chord, which starts the
tonally ambiguous middle section (Fig. 3.39).

Figure 3.39 Ending of the A section and beginning of the B section

Each phrase unpredictably swings between G minor or B♭ major, until the last one finally settles
in m. 24 for a D major chord, seemingly a dominant of G minor. Instead of resolving, it pivots
into the F dominant 7th chord, which is again where the piece started (Fig. 3.40).
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Figure 3.40 Ending of the B section and beginning of the recapitulation

A short recapitulation of the opening material brings us to an unexpectedly ordinary resolution of
a B♭ dominant 7th chord into E♭ major in the last measure. Even more unexpectedly, the E♭
major is immediately reinterpreted as a Neapolitan chord and resolves in only two chords, by
way of A major, into D major (Fig. 3.41).

Figure 3.41 Ending of the fourth movement

To my mind, the endless continuation of dissonance in place of resolutions in this piece, together
with the ambiguity of the middle section and the sudden deflection to D major of the ending
contribute to the overall sense of restless rumination and melancholy of this movement, as if it
cannot make up its mind about its own tonality.
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Again, I allowed the audience to speculate on the character of this piece before playing it.
This time, there were more comments, and they were all on point!
Me: What happens after madness?
Audience: The hope of a future?
Audience: Depression.
Audience: Introspection.
Me: After Florestan, Eusebius comes.
One could find glimpses of hope and depression, and certainly introspection in this piece. In fact,
the constant shifts between major and minor, as well as the postponement of resolutions may be
one of the most effective ways one could portray these emotions through music. After playing
the entire movement, I attempted to explain it to the audience thusly:
There’s a way in which these melodies go from one to the other. It’s difficult to hear—but
in this piece there’s never a point of arrival. Each melody, when it’s on the verge of
arriving, keeps moving and goes on to something else. And it’s almost like our thought
process. When we think, we don’t think in boxes. It’s more fluid. It’s more like a stream
of consciousness. And this is similar to what Wagner does. The endless melody is a
concept that Wagner championed, but Schumann, much before Wagner, was doing it
already. It’s this idea that you never find resolution but keep ruminating, in this case, in a
melancholy way.
Audience: It sounded like he was really trying to come to terms with it. He just couldn’t
get there.
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Me: Yeah. We have this melody in the beginning.

Figure 3.42

And here, we feel like it is going to come to a conclusion. Now, Schumann could have
concluded it this way:

Figure 3.43

That would have been just fine. But he didn’t do that. He gave us this instead:

Figure 3.44

And he keeps it going. The ending of one melody is the beginning of another.
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Figure 3.45

And the next melody ends in such a way that it begins a new one, as well.

Figure 3.46

Schumann always finds another dissonant harmony that will surprise us and disorient us
in the exact moment when we expect resolution. It’s so touching and so intimate. I don’t
know any other piece quite like this.
The fifth movement is firmly rooted in G minor and in rounded binary form that is
expanded by an extensive ‘development’ section cutting through the B section. The dotted
rhythms of the opening bring to the music a liveliness of a scheming and mischievous kind (Fig.
3.47).
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Figure 3.47 Beginning of the fifth movement

A series of more lyrical sequences follow in m. 14 in an obsessive, typically Schumannesque
fashion (Fig. 3.48).

Figure 3.48 The lyrical sequences in the A section

The ever-tightening counterpoint brings about a sense of multi-layered complexity and almost a
mocking quality (Fig. 3.49).
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Figure 3.49 Contrapuntal imitations

A more rhapsodic B section takes over in m. 51 (Fig. 3.50) and, during the aforementioned
“development” section, starting in m. 81 (Fig. 3.51), brings the music to a climax, after which it
carries on as if nothing happened. A shortened version of the A section then returns to conclude
the piece.

Figure 3.50 The beginning of the B section
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Figure 3.51 Beginning of the development section

Like I did before, with movements three and four, I prompted the audience to anticipate
the character of the new piece. They seemed to have picked up on the erratic nature of
Schumann’s compositional style.
Me: So, what happens after that? What would you do with piece number five if you were
Schumann?
Audience: There’s a lot of bipolarity in this whole thing.
Me: Yeah. Certainly, the ups and downs are a defining feature of this work.
Audience: It’s very unpredictable, the entire piece.
Me: Yes, but what’s predictable are the contrasts! After this period of rumination—
movement four—we can guess that the next movement will be active. What will the
character of that action be? We had that mad, crazy action before, in movement three,
and what’s going to happen now, in movement five?
After playing the fifth movement, I continued the conversation in order to move along more
quickly.
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Isn’t that an amazing concoction of different scenes and moods? It’s playful and funny—
and so soft. And down here, it’s so deep…

Figure 3.52

It sounds almost like little goblins—or maybe just someone who has been inundated by
all these losses and ups and downs. Maybe he’s become a little grouchy and sarcastic?
Audience: So self-confident.
Me: Confident! Yeah.
By this point in the lecture, the audience had grown very comfortable with interrupting
me and asking all kinds of questions. I usually take that as a good sign—a sign of genuine
interest. It is also a sign for me to move on more quickly towards the end of the piece.
Audience: Could I ask a question? Over what time period were these pieces written?
How long did it take him to write that?
Me: He says himself he wrote all eight of them in four days, but we know better. He wrote
number one a few days before that period, and he wrote number eight a few days after
that period. But the other ones were all composed within those four days.
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Audience: What strikes me about this is… There’s a full range of human emotion defined
in these pieces. Was he feeling them as he wrote them—or are they from a memory of a
feeling? I get the sense that he’s feeling it as he’s playing it.
Me: Yeah, that’s a great question, and it’s a question we all struggle with because we
don’t know the answer. Some musicians say, “Mozart wrote this sad piece when his
mother died.” Well, the same piece has another movement that is happy and joyful. So,
we can’t really make a direct correlation. But life events do inspire us, and they make us
into who we are, right? We can assume that composers draw upon these lifetimes of
emotions as they write.
Audience: It’s an expression of—in the literal sense—of human emotion in music.
Yet another audience member noticed the sudden character changes in this piece, again likening
it to a bipolar episode. I took this as a cue to segue into the demonstration of the motivic
transformations in this particular movement.
Me: You hear the same melody in different guises. You hear this, for example…

Figure 3.53

…this beautiful dance-y thing. And a moment later it’s angry.
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Figure 3.54

And then a moment later, it’s almost making fun of itself.

Figure 3.55

It’s a kind of dialogue in which each statement is uglier than the last! And it’s an
example of how Schumann was a master of taking a melody and changing its character
without changing its identity.
Expectedly, the sixth movement is another slow one, but it is not without surprises. A
gently swinging lullaby serves as the main theme (Fig. 3.56), punctuated by two episodes—one
in the style of a French overture in m. 6 (Fig. 3.57) and the other derived from the main theme,
but with a slightly more dancing, siciliano rhythm (Fig. 3.58).
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Figure 3.56 Opening of the sixth movement

Figure 3.57 First episode

Figure 3.58 Second episode

The performance of this movement was immediately met with imaginative reactions from
the audience. The audience members became completely comfortable with talking, and to my
delight, they were associating freely.
Audience: Wisdom—he’s growing wiser.
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Audience: There are some elements, though, of the funeral march.
Me: Interesting. This one?

Figure 3.59 F. Chopin: Sonata No. 2 in B flat minor, Op. 35, third movement

Me: It’s certainly possible.
The rhythm of a typical French overture and the rhythm of a typical funeral march are indeed
similar, and the French overture Schumann writes into this movement is especially somber and
solemn. I wanted to take this audience member’s comment as an opportunity to contrast that
solemnity with the lighter mood of the siciliano.
Me: This part is grand and pompous—almost like a procession.

Figure 3.60

But then there’s a dance later…
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Figure 3.61

And notice there’s a dialogue again. There’s one voice saying, “Let’s dance!” and
another one’s saying “No, no.” Each time that second voice comes in, Schumann writes
a ritardando, which means slow down. So, one voice is going faster, faster, and the other
one is going slower, slower in a beautiful interplay.
The hectic seventh movement, the climax of the entire piece (Fig. 3.62), has a
straightforward compound ternary form in which the central, B section is a devilishly difficult
fugato, starting in m. 40 (Fig. 3.63).

Figure 3.62 Beginning of movement seven
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Figure 3.63 Beginning of the fugato of the B section

The tonal scheme is somewhat unusual, starting in C minor but deflecting in the second part of
the A section to G minor, only to return to C minor in the recapitulation of the A section. But the
most unusual feature of this movement is its coda (m. 88), a calm and orderly chorale that breaks
from the freneticism of the rest of the movement while remaining rhythmically and motivically
related to it (Fig. 3.64).

Figure 3.64 The beginning of the chorale in the coda

The chorale begins in B♭ major before modulating and ending on an E♭ major chord that sounds
surprisingly final for a second inversion.
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Figure 3.65 The ending of movement seven

Based on their non-verbal reactions, the audience seemed to enjoy this boisterous
movement. However, only one person spoke, pointing out the fugato in the middle.
Me: What do you make of that?
Audience: Frantic fugue.
I felt that it was necessary to quickly unpack the concept of the fugue for those in the audience
who may not have been familiar with it. After that, I discussed the coda.
Me: Yes! The kapellmeister, Kreisler, who is really inspired by Bach, comes back. Now,
this is a typical kind of fugal writing:
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Figure 3.66

Bach wrote a lot of fugues. In fugues we have one voice that enters alone, which is then
joined by another voice that imitates the first voice—kind of like a canon, you know, like
Row, Row, Row Your Boat—but much more complex. Now, Schumann doesn’t write an
entire fugue, right? He’s just gesturing toward one. He’s not interested in all the
compositional procedures that formal fugue-writing would normally require. He’s
alluding to the ancient art of Bach in a new, romantic way—passionate and full of rage.
And then Schumann writes these beautiful sequences of chords that are each five notes
apart.

Figure 3.67

They just unfold. They flow. This is also typical for the Baroque. And then they reach a
conclusion.
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Figure 3.68

And the next moment, this happens:

Figure 3.69

What is that?
Audience: When the music can’t get any crazier, Schumann seeks redemption.
Me: Yeah! It’s almost like he comes out the other side and reaches this chorale—another
allusion to Bach—and something you would hear in the church. It’s almost as if, in the
middle of this madness, from a distance, he hears the sound of salvation. You don’t need
to be a believer for this interpretation to mean something. For me, it’s spiritual—the
chorale sounds like spiritual nourishment. And the rhythm of it is still based on that same
manic rhythm from before. The rhythm of the opening was…
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Figure 3.70 The harmonic rhythm in the beginning of movement seven

…and now it becomes like this.

Figure 3.71 The rhythm of the coda

It’s the same rhythm but slowed down. Again, Schumann is transforming the music.
The final piece in the set brings about an unsettling return of the motif from the third
movement, this time in the guise of a relentlessly circling gigue in G minor. While the right hand
dances, the left hand holds long pedal tones that grow increasingly erratic and unpredictable as
the movement progresses, adding to its ominous character (Fig. 3.72).

Figure 3.72 Beginning of movement eight
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Two episodes bring about contrasting material to this ABACA rondo form—the first one a
lyrical melody in m. 25 (Fig. 3.73), the second one a full-force outpour of passion in m. 73 (Fig.
3.74)—but each one gets unexpectedly interrupted by the return of the impish gigue of the
opening.

Figure 3.73 The B section of movement eight

Figure 3.74 The C section of the eighth movement

In the very end, the incessant dancing disappears into nothingness with a single note G in the low
register (Fig. 3.75).
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Figure 3.75 The ending of movement eight

The reactions to this piece were a bit divided, and I intentionally disagreed with an
audience member in order to start a discussion.
Me: What was that all about?
Audience: Resolve.
Me: Resolve? I’m not sure. It should be, right? You would expect resolve…
It worked. People started murmuring, obviously talking to each other, and did so for a while,
until the person who first spoke felt the need to defend their opinion:
Audience: It did resolve, and then he had to question it again…
This speaker was referring to a single episode temporarily resolving, not the whole movement
conclusively resolving, which made more sense to me.
Me: Yeah! Exactly. And it ends with this almost grotesque dance…
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Figure 3.76

…almost as if there’s a little devil dancing inside him—as if he has been saved, but some
part of his nature has stayed the same. It’s really difficult to play because the left hand
does very unpredictable things. The right hand has these quite predictable cycles, but the
left hand plays at odd times. It’s so spooky. Without the left hand, the right hand could be
heard as very light and lively, really...

Figure 3.78

but the left hand is so serious, it changes the whole message.

Figure 3.79

Audience: It’s almost like a warning…
148

Me: Yeah. It’s almost as if the music is saying “Oh, be careful!”
From this point on, the discussion loosened up. One audience member remarked that the
left hand sounded like the foot pedals on a pipe organ. Another started asking for biographical
details of Schumann’s relationship with Clara’s father, which we had already touched upon.
Ideally at this point, I would have played the thirty-minute-long Kreisleriana once more all the
way through. However, since the discussion had taken more time than expected, I decided to let
the session fade out with the conversation—a little like the piece itself.
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EPILOGUE

Here, at the end of this project, I would like to summarize some of the main takeaways
from the previous chapters and expand upon them with a few thoughts worth further exploration
by anyone who chooses to engage with the conversation concert format. First, for the sake of
quick reference, I will briefly recapitulate some of the main strategies for audience interaction
that I employ in The Art of Listening. I will also give a loose categorization of the types of
comments one might expect from the audience in such settings, based on the sessions transcribed
in this dissertation but also on the hundreds of performances I have given over the years. Then I
will cursorily consider the following: What are the inherent limitations of the conversation
concert format? What could be improved upon in the future? And, finally, what have I learned
through—and what might someone else expect to get from—delivering these concerts?
The strategies I use when conducting The Art of Listening concerts are:
1. Start with music. Keep introductions brief. The audience’s first impression should be of
the music itself.
2. Open the discussion. Let the audience speak first.
3. Listen and validate. Adopt an improvisational “yes, and…” mentality. Accept and
further develop the listeners’ ideas.
4. Repeat what they said. Make sure they know they are understood.
5. Ask follow-up questions. Nudge the listeners who speak up to articulate their thoughts in
greater detail.
6. Play it back. Demonstrate the musical feature they noticed, so other audience members
have a reference point.
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7. Expand on it. Give them more background on the feature that was interesting for them.
8. Ask if anyone disagrees. It’s a good way of starting a discussion among audience
members when that is desirable.
9. Do not use jargon. Clarity is more important than eloquence.
10. Introduce some new terms—but demonstrate it, so that the new word gets coupled with
the musical experience.
11. Ask the audience to give motifs descriptive names. Labeling can be playful and makes
the discussion easier to follow.
12. Play guessing games. Ask the audience to predict the character or mood of the next
section of the piece.
13. Ask Why? Open-ended questions serve to prompt deeper thinking.
14. Ask questions with no correct answer. Ambiguity is often a feature of music, and it
gets the audience to disagree and discuss when (again) that is desired.
15. Ask specific questions with simple, binary answers. When an audience seems shy,
lower the stakes with multiple-choice questions that offer entry points into the
conversation.
16. Let audiences draw their own conclusions. The goal is not to instruct but to guide.
17. Take over. When audience comments dry up, be prepared to take the lead and walk them
through the piece.
18. Use lots of examples. Make parallels with and distinctions from other pieces, composers,
and styles.
19. Give listeners context. Historical facts and background stories work wonders—when
warranted.
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20. Share your own interpretation of the music. Metaphors and narratives are the language
of non-musicians. Learn to speak their language.
21. End with music. Play the piece in its entirety at the end of the concert.
While I happened upon these strategies rather organically, many of them may seem to
belong in a classroom of children or music appreciation students. I do not deny this and in fact
encourage concertizing musicians to further research pedagogical techniques. Chances are they
could be useful in a conversational concert setting as well, in order to break the proverbial fourth
wall and connect with the audience.
In response, the audience will typically offer feedback that generally falls into one or
more of the following five categories: technical, observational, interpretational, narrative, and
contextual. The first listeners who speak are often the ones with purely technical comments.
These comments are usually about the quality of performance, speed of execution, or some other
technical aspect such as a glissando. These commenters seem assured enough to speak right
away and the aspects of the piece they bring up are rather obvious and unambiguous. Though
great as icebreakers, these observations tend not to lend themselves to deeper, conceptual
discussions. Nevertheless, they could serve as segues into discussions of aesthetic aspects that
are underpinned by the technical concepts mentioned. Next to speak are listeners with
observations about the music itself, like rhythmic or melodic patterns or the interplay between
the activity of the pianist’s two hands. In my experience, these observational comments are
slightly more numerous than the technical ones, but this may be due to my encouragement of
such observations. Interpretational comments are the most common and go a step further by
using adjectives or metaphors to explain the observations. These normally consist of a single
word or a short phrase, like “meditative” or “playful” or “like a river.” As previously noted, this
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associative language seems to be the preferred language of non-musicians when describing
music. Narrative comments are the most extensive and nuanced, and they are almost as
numerous as the interpretational ones. They typically involve stories that correspond to the
musical narrative. In order to make up these stories, audience members must first observe the
technical and musical aspects of the piece before making interpretations then connecting those
interpretations into larger threads. The observations are often couched in the narratives, possibly
unbeknownst to the listeners. Listeners usually shine up as they share such comments, perhaps
because they are the most personal. My impression, as I have noted elsewhere, is often that the
audience members are in fact speaking about themselves and their own experiences that were
conjured by the music. These comments are also useful, because they allow me to draw the
audience’s attention to the aesthetic aspects of the piece that sparked their narratives, honing
their musical observation skills further and helping them to tell even more nuanced stories.
Finally, some listeners will start wondering about the composer, when the piece was written, and
what was going on in the composer’s life while he or she was writing the piece. This contextual
sort of comment or question is a wonderful occurrence, because it warrants the musician to speak
about the history of the piece and of the composer without having to bring it up in a top-down,
lecture-like way.
As enlightening as these conversation concerts can be, they do have their shortcomings.
One goal of The Art of Listening is to shrink the relational gulf between the expert musician and
a non-expert audience. The ideal would be to do away with it altogether: Since music is mostly
non-referential, and no opinion or experience or interpretation of music is absolutely “right,”
expert musical training does not necessarily diminish or override non-expert ways of hearing. In
fact, experts may have much to learn from non-experts. But ideals are not always attainable, and
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this is never more apparent to me than when an audience member says something I disagree
with. My challenge in this moment is to continue, on one hand, to garner an atmosphere of
acceptance and inclusivity, but, on the other hand, to be clear about what parts of the music are
not up for interpretation. Anything that is written into the music, for example, I consider
demonstrably true, and in those cases I generally respond to the audience member by gently
presenting the evidence or argument that supports my stance and moving on. If the point is
debatable, I welcome the opportunity to start a larger discussion and include others in the
audience by asking for their opinions, too. Of course, another challenge posed to the performer in
these circumstances is understanding when, exactly, a point is debatable. Much more often than
an audience member saying something blatantly wrong is when an audience member shares an
interpretation that at first makes very little sense—to me. I try to remember in those moments
that even the most seemingly outlandish comment has an explanation. Some aspect of the music
or performance struck some association in that audience member. In those moments it is up to
me, or whoever the performer is, to find and flesh out that connection. Yet another challenge is
understanding which of these debatable comments might lend themselves to fruitful discussion—
and when to let go.
Other very practical limitations of the conversation concert format are the constraints of
space and time. As for space, these types of concerts only work in rooms or small halls where
audience interaction is feasible. Forty to fifty people seems to be a limit beyond which an
audience becomes a crowd. In medium-sized halls, the use of a sound system could help amplify
the performer’s voice, but the perceived distance such a system creates is antithetical to the
philosophy behind The Art of Listening, which is all about fostering unmediated interactions
among the musician, music, and audience. As for large halls with tall podiums, they are simply
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not conducive to the kind of intimacy that The Art of Listening concerts strive for and thrive in. If
a large hall is one’s only alternative, a small-enough audience could sit on stage with the pianist,
physically closer to both the concert and the conversation. As for time constraints, when I
perform a piece that is at most ten minutes long, a typical Art of Listening concert lasts around
sixty minutes. The discussion portion of the concert tends to last around forty minutes, twenty of
which are taken up by audience members sharing their impressions, and the other twenty of
which are the musician’s own walkthrough of the music. Keeping in mind that the musical work
will be performed twice in its entirety—once in the beginning and once at the end—a ten-minute
piece of music, then, is really all that will fit. That greatly narrows the selection of music a
performer can showcase. That said, I have featured pieces up to twenty minutes in length in
ninety-minute-long concerts. Any piece longer than that, such as the Kreisleriana, can work only
if great care is taken to move along briskly and not dwell too long on details of the piece.
Some changes to the Art of Listening format have been prompted as a response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. With the resulting proliferation of remote concerts over Zoom,
establishing a two-way conversation with the audience has become even more difficult than
usual for various reasons. Drawing exercises—such as having people quickly sketch what the
music is bringing to mind while I am playing, then holding their sketches up to their screens
when I am done—have proven to be useful to me, as has the practice of separating listeners into
small discussion groups tasked with collaboratively coming up with a story that corresponds to
the music. I imagine even more ice-breakers and interactive games could be developed, and I
also imagine them translating nicely to in-person events when they pick up again. Audience
members could be invited to move to the music, to clap along or dance along to embody complex
rhythms. Involving more of the senses could make aspects of the music more salient, more
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enjoyable, and more memorable. Visual slides of images, maps, or musical schemas could be
helpful, but I would be cautious about using PowerPoint presentations. During such
presentations, people tend to tune out of the conversation and only read the text on the slides.
What I would suggest, and what I have also recently started doing, is showing video and audio
recordings of various other performers playing the same piece I presented, in order to compare
their renditions. Tactile sense could be engaged, perhaps by prompting audience members to
touch and feel the vibrations of different instruments. Even food pairings and wine tastings could
be imaginatively incorporated, as has already been done in many other concert series.
As for what I have learned from The Art of Listening concerts, audiences are much more
open to free association than I had previously thought. This realization has given me permission
to make up my own story and imagine it as I play. It focuses my playing and brings me closer to
a state of flow as I perform. I believe this also enhances the effect of the music on the audience.
Moreover, each audience is different, and therefore each concert is different too. This
spontaneity requires me to learn on the spot, as I listen to the various audience members, and to
adapt my presentation to what they bring to it. Speaking of listening, this conversation-concert
process alone has improved my listening skills in all areas of my life. I have learned to honor
other people’s opinions more and to try to build on them rather than strike them down. This, in
turn, has helped me win my audience’s respect, which reinforces my own confidence.
Ultimately, I have become much more comfortable playing and speaking from the stage.
One final concern I would like to address is that of the role of the expert. What, one
might wonder, is that to be if one of our stated aims in leading these conversation concerts is to
value our audiences’ non-expert opinions and to validate their unmediated musical experiences
as equal to our own? Are we erasing ourselves from the picture, writing ourselves out of the
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script? Differences undoubtedly do and will continue to exist between musicians and nonmusicians, but the latter are not deficient. The musician’s role as expert is not to correct nonmusicians, but to understand them, and to allow them to discover their own approach to the
music. The musician does this by preparing and delivering the live music performance, which
would otherwise be an impossibility. The musician also prepares the main talking points and
moderates the event. And obviously, the musician offers a deeper insight into music history,
theory, and analysis, which can be illuminating in the right moments. The important thing is to
frame the inquiry as a collaborative effort, to involve the audience in the process. The goals of
these conversation concerts are not only to inform, but also to connect, interest, and excite the
audience at large about classical music. We are fighting a losing battle if our potential audiences
continue to dismiss classical music simply based on the false presumption that they need some
special knowledge in order to enjoy it—or for their enjoyment of it to be valid.
In some way, I understand how it feels to be an audience member who questions himself
because he thinks his thoughts are not interesting or well-enough informed. In the process of
writing this dissertation, I had those same thoughts vis à vis my doctoral committee. I kept
thinking that what I had to say would not be interesting enough, and that the level of discourse
would not be high enough for an academic environment. This was evident from the style of
writing I adopted at first, in which I was overly apologetic of my audience’s comments. My
mentors listened to me, advised me to take myself and my audience seriously—just as I do in my
concerts—and to proudly be the voice for those whose voice is not usually heard in academia.
Ultimately, the “listening” from the title of this dissertation is not only the practice of listening to
music I want to impart to my audience, nor even the practice of listening to the audience that I
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want to impart on my fellow performers. It is the art of listening to oneself, and trusting oneself,
which is a first step towards listening to one another.
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